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 Krrkow, Krrkow System, The Front 
 
    General Khaldan prodded the body. It had been dead for some time and the corpse had stiffened. He flipped it over and could see the exit wound from the MAC round that had torn off one of its six limbs; the body had already started to decay in the warm, moist air of the jungle, and something had been eating one of the haunches. The felinoid’s striped fur remained wiry, even in death. “Xlatan, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” the major said, folding her large leathery wings. “That is what they used to call themselves.” 
 
    The general looked around at the devastation. Although a few of the jungle’s massive trees still stood here and there, the orbital bombardment rounds had flattened most of the ones nearby. “I’m surprised there’s anything still alive to eat what’s left of it.” 
 
    The major craned her long serpentine neck, looking for movement. “It must be something that lives below ground,” she noted. “Anything that lived above it would be long dead.” 
 
    “The Xlatan are an abomination,” Khaldan replied. “They contribute nothing worthwhile to our genetic banks. This whole planet is a misbegotten hell. It would be better if we’d just released a virus from orbit, killed everything on it, and then started over.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have to worry about the Xlatan. The last pocket of them detonated a nuclear device. They’re all gone now.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” the general replied. He sighed as he looked around. Another world, devastated, for little advantage. “What we are having to do to these planets is unfortunate. Although this planet will be livable again, all of the infrastructure was destroyed, and this is the least damage we’ve done in three planets. The last two fortress worlds were gutted to the point that they won’t be habitable again for eons.” 
 
    “We could just bypass them,” the major suggested. 
 
    “And leave the enemy behind us?” The general made a noise the translator turned into a snort. “That would be something the enemy would love for us to do, I’m sure. That way they could wreak havoc on our supply lines.” He waved an appendage in dismissal. 
 
    “Do you suppose they will have turned all of their planets into fortress worlds?” 
 
    “No, it would be too expensive. Once we break out, the worlds will be tender fruits, just waiting for us to pluck.” 
 
    “So, we push on?” 
 
    “We could, but this constant grinding does us no good. They are able to hold us back long enough so that the next few worlds can be turned into fortress worlds.” He paused a second, then added, “We need a new plan.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    The general didn’t say anything for long moments; instead, he seemed to survey the former jungle around them as he tapped on a downed tree. “What we need to do,” he said when he finally spoke again, “is make the enemy overconfident. We need to pretend to lose a great battle and withdraw, while simultaneously marshalling the rest of our forces for the final push.” 
 
    “Won’t that give the enemy extra time to prepare, though?” the major asked. 
 
    “It will,” the general said, “but when we are ready to strike, it won’t make any difference. We will hit them with so much, they won’t be able to stop us. We will roll over them, and their fortress worlds will be nothing more than a speed bump to our progress…and a small one at that. We’ve waited 20,000 years; another decade or two won’t make any difference. Our agents are established, and we remember everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “Can we go back to being at war?” Nigel Shirazi, the head of Asbaran Solutions, asked. 
 
    Alexis Cromwell, the head of the Winged Hussars, patted her stomach. Six months into carrying twins it was very obvious she was pregnant. “Why would I particularly want to go back to war?” 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “At least, then, things made sense. There were things to do, and you knew whose side everyone was on. If they were shooting at you, they were the bad guys. If they weren’t, they were the good guys.” 
 
    “And that’s changed?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just because they aren’t shooting at you here only means that it’s because they’re maneuvering to stick a knife in your back. During the war, we had some friends, or at least it seemed like we did. Here, everyone is playing their own game, and no one really seems to want to work together to solve the issues we’re facing. 
 
    “The Kahraman are back, or at least that’s what we’re being led to believe. There’s a war and a ‘Front,’ and people asking for forces. And yet, the Merc Guild sits here idly. People are starving back home—hell, people are starving across the entire galaxy—but we aren’t taking new contracts. It’s like there’s a giant Sumatozou in the room, and no one wants to talk about it.” 
 
    “But you do keep talking about it, my love. You keep bringing it up—” 
 
    “And Toyn-Zhyll shoots it down without even allowing discussion on it. I’m not sure it wasn’t better when the Veetanho were in charge. At least they did things!” He threw himself onto the sofa. 
 
    “Yeah, like killing billions of Humans,” Alexis noted quietly. “They did things…like destroying humanity’s colonies.” She smiled. “I don’t think you really meant that, now did you?” 
 
    “No, you know I didn’t; I’m just frustrated. I want to do things—and there are plenty of things needing to be done—but yet we sit here with our thumbs up our—” He shrugged. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Hell, even Jim Cartwright is doing things,” Nigel said, standing and pacing again. “At least until he runs out of credits and things really go to shit there. When most of your economy is based on one thing, and that one thing dies…” 
 
    “You’ve got problems,” Alexis finished. 
 
    “We do.” Nigel sighed. “We aren’t any better off than we were when the war ended. Sure, our companies are recruiting and we’re beginning the process of rebuilding, but without the ability to take contracts again, there’s only so much we can do. I had hoped the assault on the Weapons Conglomerate facility would yield…info? Technology? A few answers to what the hell is going on? But we found nothing. 
 
    “The Veetanho and the Goltar are playing some sort of power game behind the scenes, and we have no idea what the rules are. We don’t even know what the game is, much less how to play it.” He dropped onto the sofa again. “Some days, I wish I were a Lumar.” 
 
    “A Lumar? Really? Why would you want that?” 
 
    “If I were a Lumar, I wouldn’t have to be as worried about all of this. I could just sit back and do what I was told, when I was told, and I could take you home and keep you and the babies safe.” 
 
    “Aha,” Alexis said. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means we’ve now gotten to the real point behind all your pacing and theatrics—you want me to go home.” 
 
    “Well, of course I want you to go back. I want you safe. But that doesn’t mean everything else I’ve said isn’t true.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s all true, and because of it, you want me to leave.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t so much that I want you to leave, as I want to keep you safe. And this place—” he swept his hand around to indicate the whole Merc Guild Headquarters, “—is anything but safe. Assassins seem to abound here. At any moment, people could pull out weapons at council meetings and start shooting at each other.” 
 
    “At least the Veetanho doesn’t seem as interested in killing you recently.” 
 
    “Prava? Yeah, now that she and I are battle buddies, she doesn’t go out of her way to bait me anymore. Funny how saving someone’s life makes it harder for them to hate you. I don’t think we’ll ever be friends, but the taunting has stopped.” He gave Alexis a half smile. “That’s another thing that’s changed: I could always count on her to threaten me, now I don’t even have that.” 
 
    “If you’re starting to miss a near-constant death threat, this situation is really messed up.” 
 
    “It is. I wish that cat assassin would show up again and drop off some actionable intelligence.” 
 
    “Do you think it will?” 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “It’s a cat. Who’s to say? It’ll come around again on its schedule, not ours. We need to figure something out on our own.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cartwright’s Cavaliers Main Base, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Jim reviewed the figures for the tenth time, and they came up the same as they had the first nine. The Federation was in deep financial shit, no matter how you parsed it. Even reducing merc taxes to a low enough level that encouraged them to pay the taxes instead of avoiding them didn’t help when almost no credits were coming in. Every contract completed predated the Omega War, and they were quickly dwindling to zero. 
 
    “We need money,” he said to the empty office. He was glad the government didn’t mind his working at “home;” he much preferred his Houston office anyway. The Cavaliers’ facility at the old Houston Hobby Airport was comfortable and familiar. It let him work at his Minister of War day job while simultaneously overseeing the rebuilding of the Cavaliers. Further bonus—the press couldn’t get close to him; his security kept them locked out of the base. 
 
    In the weeks since the big assassination attempt, no more Veetanho assassins had shown up. Thanks to the little gimmick provided him by Section 51, he could present a full thermal Tri-V simulation whenever he wanted. Without it, they would have killed him at the public appearance. Instead, he had another dozen Veetanho assassins in jail. Sure, there were probably more of them out there, but Sansar was working to hunt them down. 
 
    An email came in from the Minister of Finance, one of those CC monsters he hated because there were at least a thousand of them every day. Thank God he had pinplants. Jim had set up a program to scan them for relevant facts before he read them personally; the program probably saved him hours every day. 
 
    This one had made it through the filter so he gave it a once over. It was good news for a change, the Middle Eastern concerns had completed their first successful contracts selling processed oil off world. The figures were encouraging. All off-world revenue was taxed at a flat 10%, including merc income. It had been a hard selling point when he’d brought the hundreds of nations into the Federation. Ultimately, he’d won out by showing the figures of just how much money Earth had lost when the merc companies had fled as a result of the 50% or higher taxes the Earth Republic had charged. The Terran Federation wanted business, and low taxes would guarantee it. 
 
    Only two days ago, a Jeha-run operation had signed contracts with South Africa for mining. Sure, they weren’t red diamonds, which were priceless in the Union, just regular diamonds, but they were still essential to all kinds of industries, and the centipede-like Jeha were involved in lots of industrial operations. 
 
    In fact, various business deals all over Earth were the only good signs economically. He got an email with summaries every week, and new opportunities of all kinds were rapidly increasing. Now that Earth wasn’t merely trying to exist on merc money, the gates had opened up. But the question remained: would it be fast enough? 
 
    The millions Nigel got from the Veetanho had seemed like a lot, until you applied it to a planetary economy. It wasn’t much on such a scale—a couple weeks’ expenditures—especially when you factored in the medical needs of the survivors of the war, refugees, caring for expat aliens, and rebuilding. He was also trying to build a military for Earth, something it hadn’t had since shortly after first contact. 
 
    He checked the clock and his daily calendar. The day’s Cavaliers’ meetings had been held before lunch. That afternoon he’d dealt with Federation business. The last face-to-face meeting scheduled for the day was with a fellow merc commander, Bjorn Tovesson of Bjorn’s Berserkers. 
 
    Despite the upcoming visit, he’d let his admin assistant go home on time. He wasn’t worried that he’d need any help with merc business. As the hour approached, he got a surprise visit from Splunk. “Hey!” he said as she trotted through the open door and jumped onto his desk. She landed lightly on his shoulder and tickled his ear. 
 
    For most of the time he’d known her, she’d usually only worn a simple belt with a couple of pouches to hold various “borrowed” bits of technology. Now, she routinely wore a uniform perfectly tailored for her small frame. Not much larger than a cat and built like a slightly pudgy monkey, it was a little strange to see her in a dark red Dusman uniform now instead of green. It was completely devoid of patches, ranks, or insignia; none of their uniforms seemed to have any of the devices so common to Human uniforms. She had a sidearm in a sort of cross-draw holster, like she always had since the war. 
 
    He was going to ask her about the color change, then he had another thought. “How’re your babies?” 
 
    “They’re fine, <Skaa!> How Jim, <Cheek!>” 
 
    “Okay, just busy.” A knock on his door announced Buddha’s arrival. His XO, a lifelong NCO, was now Major Kalawai’a. The huge Polynesian was one of handful of original Cavaliers who’d survived the war. Despite how well Buddha was working out, he missed his old mentor Hargrave. No time for that now. 
 
    “Meeting?” Buddha asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Colonel Tovesson is due any minute.” 
 
    “Okey dokey. Hey, Splunk.” 
 
    “Hi!” 
 
    Jim looked at Splunk again. “How is the work coming on the Raknar?” 
 
    “Good. The buildings are done. We’re going off world for some parts soon, <Creet!>” 
 
    “Oh, do I need to come?” Jim asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Only couple weeks. You work, Splunk got this, <Skaa!>” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so.” Jim heard the sound of security clearing someone through and checked the video link on his pinplants. The huge Nordic guy had to be Commander Tovesson. “Sorry, Splunk, I need to meet this guy. Ziva is coming over tonight for movie night; will you be there?” 
 
    “Yes, won’t leave until late tonight, <Creet!>” 
 
    “Great, see you then.” 
 
    Splunk hugged him around the neck and jumped down, easily leaping the three meters from his desk to an air conditioner vent. Quick as a flash she was gone. The Fae—rather the Dusman, he guessed—seldom used the doors. He had to wonder what old areas of the airport were now the exclusive territory of Splunk and her fellow troublemakers. 
 
    “She doesn’t seem like she used to,” Buddha said. 
 
    “Yeah, a lot of things are different.” A moment later, a huge man appeared in the doorway. The Beserker commander had a tall, beautiful blonde woman with him. Jim beckoned for him to enter as he got up and came around the desk. “Commander Tovesson. This is my XO, Major Kalawai’a.” 
 
    “Call me Buddha.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Splunk took a turn in the air conditioning shaft and cut sideways through an open electrical duct, down through a hole in the drywall, and she was behind an old portrait of the original airport before the Cavaliers took over. Jim had no idea the entire wall was gone, or that the painting was a projection. The area was now a miniature armored room complete with surveillance gear and a weapons rack. A pair of Dusman commandos sat on chairs, watching. 
 
    “Welcome, Vok’tor.” 
 
    “Osk’ii,” Splunk said as she entered. 
 
    “This Human is as big as Buddha,” Osk’ii Achilles said. The Osk’ii was more or less equivalent to a sergeant. On board a Raknar, he commanded the Konar contingent, sometimes called a sub-Fist. On foot, the Konar and their operators were called commandos, though the Osk’ii held the same basic ranking. Achilles had a mottled brown/black fur, which blended well into many terrains, and was a businesslike Dusman who seldom betrayed any emotion. 
 
    The other Dusman in the space was Osk’i Athena, his current partner. She was a deep shade of black which made her all but invisible at night. There were only a pair of little white streaks behind her eyes that could give her away. Splunk knew she was ideal for a commando—she loved to kill—which was why Achilles had recruited her for this duty. Splunk nodded to the Osk’i as well, who was under the Osk’ii’s command. 
 
    All of Achilles’ sub-Fist had taken to adopting Human names, which was now common. They especially liked the names from the mythology of an extinct Human genogroup known as Greeks. Splunk knew a lot of the Dusman were studying Humans, including reading their literature. No decision had been made as to the disposition of the Humans; they needed to be understood first. 
 
    “If he were any bigger, I’d wish we had our Konar,” Athena quipped. Achilles gave a little snort. The same field which projected the painting image also covered any sounds they made. You could set off a small grenade in the armored observation room, and the sound wouldn’t carry into Jim’s office. 
 
    “Quiet, I’m trying to listen,” Splunk said. 
 
    “Sorry, Vok’tor,” Athena said, bowing her head. 
 
    The situation was tense. The man named Bjorn wanted Jim to give him several Besquith who had…acted like Besquith and slaughtered his family. Splunk would have given them to the big Human. To entropy with the canines. They weren’t controllable enough to make decent servitors. Bjorn said he’d kill them if he got them. 
 
    “There’s a difference between justice and revenge,” Jim said. “Even if I had those Besquith, giving them to you for summary execution isn’t justice.” 
 
    “It is for me!” Bjorn roared. 
 
    The response inside the situation room was prompt and businesslike. Achilles and Athena both picked up laser weapons. Splunk placed her hand on her holstered pistol. She knew this man was important to Jim’s plans, but that didn’t change a single cursed thing. No Human was as important to her as Jim. 
 
    “They committed crimes on US soil,” Bjorn continued, albeit more calmly. “Maybe the American government should extradite the war criminals. I doubt they would be so squeamish.” 
 
    “Just let us kill him,” Athena said with a snarl, the smile on her lips showing gleaming pointy teeth. 
 
    “Patience, Osk’i,” Splunk urged. “There will be plenty of killing in the future, I am certain.” 
 
    Jim and Bjorn argued about the relations between their nation states, which was of little interest to Splunk. She was certain the possibility of violence had passed. Bjorn whined about his people being in the target zone during the battle between Texas and the United States. 
 
    “These Humans need leadership,” Achilles said. 
 
    Splunk agreed but kept her peace. Bjorn played a Tri-V of his sire in a CASPer, dying, fighting the Besquith. It looked like a good death; Bjorn’s family had the proper spirit and ethics of fighters. She wondered if any of them would be suitable for bonding; the Dusman would need more operators soon. 
 
    “My father sacrificed himself to buy my mother time to escape,” Bjorn said. He got up and put his slate away. “I’ll find those sons of bitches with or without your help.” 
 
    “Our discussion is over, Commander Tovesson,” Jim said, and the meeting ended. 
 
    “Put a team on the Human Bjorn,” Splunk ordered. 
 
    “Assassination?” Athena asked, excited again. She was putting her weapon back on the wall and took it back down when Splunk spoke. 
 
    “Only if he makes plans against Jim or any of his associates. Just gather information for now.” 
 
    “As you order, Vok’tor,” Achilles said. Athena’s disappointment was apparent as she racked the gun. 
 
    Splunk watched Jim and Buddha talk about Bjorn and the people which Jim had hoped to recruit. Money again, always money with the Humans. She took out her slate and made some notes. Maybe something could be done while she was off world? Time would tell. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Sansar Enkh strode from room to room in the Horde’s new headquarters building. Formerly a parking garage, the structure was rapidly taking shape. The ops center was already completed, as was the armoring of the outer walls. While the building still had the brick façade and looked the same as it had several months ago, the inside was now backed with an armored component most starship captains would have been happy to have between themselves and their enemies. It would also take a starship-class weapon to cut through it. 
 
    She stuck her head into the ops center. Although less than half the size of their previous ops center at their base in Uzbekistan, it had upgraded electronics and communications gear that the old one hadn’t and was nearly as capable. She nodded to Lieutenant Colonel James Good, the center’s director, who was speaking with the on-duty watch supervisor. He excused himself and came over. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am,” he said. “Can I do something for you?” 
 
    “No, just walking around checking on progress,” she said. If she were honest, she was actually a bit bored. She’d gotten used to the go, go, go of the Omega War, and, while a little down time had been nice, Sansar was starting to feel the need to get back out on a contract. Of course, there weren’t currently any contracts—nor was there any potential for them any time soon—which contributed to her restlessness. 
 
    Despite the war’s end, the traffic through the comms center hadn’t slowed. Things were still going on—inter-guild warfare was at an all-time high—but her folks were having a hard time piecing together what was going on behind the scenes. The Goltar and Veetanho were both up to no good, she was sure, but her people hadn’t been able to determine exactly what. The Gray Wolves—who had a number of concerns in places where the Goltar had suddenly shown up, were looking into it as well, and they had established contacts—or bought spies—in a number of places. 
 
    All the merc races were feeling the pinch of not being able to take contracts, and all were resting on a hair-trigger. It wouldn’t be long before some of the guilds started picking up units—and races—on non-guild-sanctioned contracts to fight their battles for them. While that had the potential to get badly needed credits flowing back to Earth, it would only serve to fracture the Merc Guild, and the weaker the Merc Guild got, the more the other guilds would try to take advantage…and the further the Galactic Union would go into the shitter. 
 
    “Anything big going on?” she asked. 
 
    “Mostly routine stuff,” Good replied. “Guilds sniping at each other, the fight over the red diamond standard and such. Locally, everything continues as it has for the last week. Of note, Bjorn Tovesson from the Berserkers is here meeting with Jim Cartwright. He brought along a former girlfriend of his, too.” 
 
    “Do we know what the meeting is about?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s looking for the Besquith that killed his dad and wiped out his home.” 
 
    “What’d he bring the girl for? He isn’t cheating on his wife with her, is he?” 
 
    “Not that we’ve been able to tell, although he does hold doors for her and help her out of vehicles and such.” 
 
    “We get photos of them in contact with each other?” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am. All properly filed if we need them.” 
 
    “Good,” Sansar said with a nod. “So, why’s the girl here?” 
 
    “She works for the New Mexico governor’s office. I think she’s looking to get the border crossings unblocked.” 
 
    “Jim doesn’t have anything to do with that; the crossings are a matter she needs to take up with Texas.” 
 
    “We think she’s hoping that Jim can expedite getting her a meeting with the right people.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Makes sense. The last Tri-V I saw of the Texas border crossings showed they were all fucked up.” 
 
    Good shrugged. “Yeah, everyone wants to get into Texas because that’s where the mercs—and the good-paying jobs—are. Of course, they don’t realize there aren’t a whole lot of good-paying jobs right now.” 
 
    “They also don’t realize that Houston is the biggest target on every Veetanho’s map of Earth. If they could lob a nuke or bombardment round into Houston, a lot of their problems would go away. Some of those people might not feel so good about moving here if they gave it any thought.” 
 
    “They can’t all be here,” Good said, patting the wall. When complete, the Horde’s HQ building would be impervious to all but a direct hit by a high-yield weapon. 
 
    “Anything else I need to know about?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. It’s pretty quiet at the moment, all things considered.” 
 
    “And that bothers you?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Having it appear quiet doesn’t mean it actually is; it just means we haven’t tapped into the right group’s comms yet. Locally, we also need to get a handle on these Red Justice Front assholes.” 
 
    “Do you suppose the Berserkers could be behind them?” 
 
    “No, they don’t get anything from all the discontent the Front is causing. If they wanted to stay, having all the turmoil would be a great way for the US government to give them a lot of concessions. Everything we’ve seen in their computer system, though, indicates they’re serious about moving off world to Vishall, despite a lot of overtures by the US government.” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “The biggest remaining merc company in the US decides it’s leaving? Yeah, I bet they’re willing to concede a lot. I doubt they’ll move much on the tax rate, though, which would be the one thing that might keep the Berserkers around.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, keep an eye on the Berserkers, as usual. Tovesson seems like a guy with morals and standards, which are all good…until they make him do something stupid because it’s ‘the right thing to do.’” She smiled. “And see what more you can learn about the Red Justice Front. The US economy is going down harder and faster than the Terran Federation’s. Whatever badness is going to happen, it’s going to start there.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Good said with a smile. Obviously, those had been his intentions, and she hadn’t needed to tell him how to do his job, but he was professional enough not to mention it. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, her smile acknowledging that she knew it, too. 
 
    She left and completed her circuit of the building five minutes later, and finally realized what was bothering her. The building was everything she could want. It was strategically placed and could keep tabs on a number of things easily. The problem was that the building wasn’t her. It was small and confining. She missed—hell, she needed—the steppes. 
 
    On her way back to her office she stuck her head into her XO’s office. “How’s it going?” she asked when her XO, Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, looked up. 
 
    “Pretty good. We still haven’t hit our numbers for recruiting yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The people here are looking for bigger signing bonuses than we can pay until we start taking contracts again.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “That’s all part of a larger problem,” she said, “and I’ve finally come to grips with it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Sansar motioned to the building. “This. All of this. Houston. The Golden Horde shouldn’t be here. We belong on the steppes of Asia. That’s where our heritage—our people—are. It’s also where we are free to act and expand if we need to. We’re trapped here in Houston.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “I’m not saying that we shouldn’t have an office here; we should. There are too many reasons we need it—keeping track of the other mercs and the US at the top of that list. There are too many eyes on us here, though. Also, our recruiting would be better if we were back in Uzbekistan or somewhere close by.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” Lobdell said. “We always made our recruiting numbers there.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Sansar said, her mind made up. “We’re going back to Uzbekistan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Speaker of the Mercenary Guild, Toyn-Zhyll, said, “but we still don’t have enough information to begin taking contracts again. As such, I am using my powers as Speaker to declare a two-month recess so our members may return to their home worlds and consult on the future operations of the guild. We will reconvene in two months. At that time, we will readdress the issue of taking contracts. This session is adjourned.” 
 
    Nigel pushed his chair back and stared at the Goltar as he stood and left. After a moment, Nigel closed his mouth, which had dropped open in shock. The meeting agenda had said they were going to talk about taking contracts again, but the representatives hadn’t been given a chance to voice their opinions. Instead, the Speaker had not only told them that the moratorium would remain in place, but that they wouldn’t even discuss it for another two months. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Jim Cartwright was going to be pissed; he needed the money to run Earth or it was all going to fall apart. Hell, Nigel was pissed, and he didn’t even have half of Jim’s responsibilities. 
 
    “I take it that wasn’t the ‘discussion’ you were looking for,” Prava said from the seat next to his. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Nigel muttered, too annoyed at the Speaker to realize he was actually talking to a Veetanho without feeling the need to immediately strangle her. The moratorium had to be affecting the Veetanho, too, he realized, as she was actually being civil with him. Ever since he’d saved her life, she had stopped the near-constant death threats, but some of the derisive tone had remained. Now, she was talking with him as if he were an equal. He turned to look at the alien, forcing himself not to sneer. “Were you hoping for something different?” 
 
    “Yes,” Prava said simply, staring at the door Toyn-Zhyll had left through. “As you can imagine, the services of a Veetanho leader come at a hefty price. Our economy is used to having a large amount of continuing income. We have…obligations that we are beginning to have a hard time meeting, and I would have greatly liked to end the moratorium.” 
 
    “What kind of obligations?” Nigel asked politely. 
 
    “The kind that have nothing to do with stupid Humans!” Prava exclaimed, her voice returning to its normal tone. “Big obligations, far too large for your tiny Human brains.” She stood and left via the other door before Nigel could think of a suitable comeback other than, “You look like a rat and your mother dresses you funny.” Most of the insult, however, while true, would have been lost on Prava, making it a poor insult. He shrugged internally. Next time. 
 
    With a sigh, Nigel got to his feet and followed her toward the door, but found the Sumatozou rep standing there, looking in his direction. As the rest of the council chamber had already cleared, it was fairly obvious the large mercenary was waiting for him. 
 
    “Hi,” Nigel said. “Great meeting, eh?” 
 
    “It was as unproductive as I feared it would be.” He motioned for Nigel to precede him out the door. 
 
    “Are the Sumatozou starting to feel the pinch of not being able to take new contracts?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “A little, however, our economy is not based solely on killing aliens and getting paid,” the Sumatozou replied. 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “I guess you are aware of our motto?” 
 
    “I am. Although on most days I would find it somewhat offensive as I am—in your sight, anyway—an alien whose death is nothing more than a paycheck, today I find it a little more acceptable.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Nigel asked. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “As I said, not all of our economy is based on taking mercenary contracts. As you are probably aware, the Sumatozou are fairly active in the Cartography Guild, as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve certainly noticed that,” Nigel said, wryly. “In fact, most of the stargates I’ve been through have had Sumatozou gate masters. If you had one on every gate in the Union…” 
 
    The alien snorted. “We don’t, for a number of reasons. First, that is a lot of personnel to always be tracking and moving about. Second—” he looked around to see if anyone was looking, “—some of the stargates are in pretty crappy, backward systems that no one ever goes through. Who would want to be on one of those? The only Sumatozou you’ll ever find managing those stargates are ones who are being punished.” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “Makes sense. Humans do similar things for punishments.” 
 
    “Then you understand. Good. The reason I wanted to speak with you touches on the Cartography Guild. As I mentioned—twice now—our race gets a lot of income from the services we perform for that guild. If that income were to decrease suddenly, our race would feel the same pain yours is currently experiencing.” 
 
    “I assume it would,” Nigel said, stopping in the center of the passageway. “I also assume there is a reason you’re telling me this?” 
 
    “There is,” the Sumatozou said, looking around again as if to make sure they were alone. “If people were to stop using the stargates, our income would decrease. You understand how that works, right?” 
 
    “Sure, you guys skim off some of the fees you charge to use the stargates. I’ve seen it before.” 
 
    “No, we take the authorized portion of the fees we charge,” the alien said, primly. “If, however, someone were to develop a technology that allowed users to bypass the stargates to get to hyperspace…” 
 
    “That would cause a reduction in the authorized portion of the fees you got to send home.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the Sumatozou replied, missing the sarcasm. “Unfortunately, we believe this has happened. Or, at least, is happening.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We had an…understanding with the Science Guild that they wouldn’t research hyperspace shunts,” the alien said. “But now, not only does it appear that smaller shunts have been researched, they have been created and a sub-guild is in the process of building the first models.” 
 
    “A sub-guild, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. That way, the Science Guild can say they have no knowledge of it, yet they can still get it done.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it sucks to be you guys,” Nigel replied. “I hate to say it, but if they made smaller shunts that could be used by our ships, that would help us an awful lot with how we conducted business. It would give us an escape option we didn’t have before, too. I’m sorry to say it, but I think this development would help out mercs—and Human mercs in particular.” He smiled and added, “Welcome to the poor house.” 
 
    “Well, yes, we would join you there, but only if they are allowed to continue…” his voice trailed off ominously. 
 
    “Who’s going to stop them? You?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “No. We would be the first people the Science Guild would expect to be behind any sort of attack, and there are reasons we don’t want them to know it was us. Plausible deniability, as it were.” 
 
    “We have the same concept,” Nigel said. “However, when the Science Guild looks at the stargate logs, they’re going to see that it was us.” 
 
    “Not if you use a ship that has its own internal shunts.” 
 
    “I don’t have one of those, though,” Nigel said. Pegasus did, but Nigel didn’t feel it was his place to give out that secret. He knew Alexis liked to keep that capability very close to her chest. 
 
    “What if we were to give you one?” 
 
    “You’re going to just give us a ship with internal shunts?” 
 
    “As it turns out, we know that the sub-guild was successful because they actually installed their first copy in a ship, a transport. When they used it, the system’s stargate crew saw them do it and passed on a message to be on the lookout for the ship. We were able to…acquire it when it came into a system where we had some of our mercs. We will give this ship to you for you to use in the attack.” 
 
    “And we keep it when we’re done?” 
 
    The Sumatozou cocked its head and looked at Nigel for a second. “Yes,” he said finally, “although you will be contractually obligated to not disseminate this technology beyond your company.” 
 
    Nigel smiled. Having that technology afterward would make the mission worth doing all by itself. “I can live with that.” 
 
    “Good, because we would like to hire your company—off the books, of course—to go and kill some aliens. After that, we will be quite happy to pay you for it. And you can keep the ship.” 
 
    “Why us?” 
 
    “Why you, what?” 
 
    “Why are you coming to us—Humans—and why Asbaran Solutions in particular?” 
 
    “A number of reasons. First, Humans have been…helpful on a number of occasions to us. We just received word that another of your Four Horsemen companies, the Golden Horde, was very helpful with a difficult situation that needed to be…tied up, shall we say? Also, Asbaran Solutions has a very good record of making successful combat drops, both in your contracts before the recent war and during the war as well.” The Sumatozou chuckled. “Finally, it had to be someone who is here in the building so I could ask them in person, and there aren’t many people here I can trust. The Goltar or Veetanho? No way. The Goka? Besquith? Tortantula? I’m sure you can see plenty of reasons why we couldn’t make the offer to the majority of the races here. I don’t even know if I can trust you, but we had to make the offer to someone, and—based on the recommendations we received from both a Peacemaker and a gate master in the Karma system—we chose you.” 
 
    “What is the pay for completing this mission?” 
 
    “Ten million credits, which isn’t a whole lot, I know, but you do get to keep the ship.” 
 
    Nigel stared up at the alien, wondering what he wasn’t telling him. Ten million credits was a pittance for a mission which was sure to be dangerous, but it would at least help out a little bit back home. And having a ship that could jump on internal shunts would give him a capability he never had before, which would be extremely useful once he was allowed to start taking contracts again. There had to be a tremendous downside the Sumatozou wasn’t telling him, but the upside was phenomenal. 
 
    Nigel finally nodded once. “Okay, put together a package on what you have on the facility and I’ll take a look.” 
 
    “I will send that over to you tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nigel said. “Like I said, I will take a look, but as long as you’re not trying to get me to take on a suicide mission, I’m in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cartwright’s Cavaliers Main Base, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Jim had finished his workout fifteen minutes prior and just gotten out of the shower. He’d only recently extended his run to 20 minutes, and his thighs burned with the effort. As he put on a clean daily-wear uniform top, he had to admit he felt good. It seemed like only weeks ago he’d managed a complete 15-minute run, now he was up to 20. Of course, his weight had stubbornly refused to dip below 140 kg. Better than the 175 way back when he’d begun his life as a merc, sure, but he wanted to get below 140 while refusing to set a goal. 
 
    “Want pizza, <Cheek!>” Splunk called from the living room below. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m saving for some popcorn when Ziva gets here.” 
 
    “She nice, <Skaa!>” 
 
    He nodded as he dressed. The unspoken statement was “nicer than Adrianne.” Ziva was certainly closer to Jim’s age, though still about 10 years older. Bonus was that Ziva didn’t have any hidden past which could come back and bite Jim. She was just a refugee from the war, like so many others trapped on Earth. 
 
    The buzzer sounded, announcing an arrival at the downstairs entrance to his converted control tower. Jim used his pinplants to verify who it was and saw the lovely, somewhat Indian, appearance of Ziva’s face. As usual, her hair was tied in a long ponytail, and she was smiling. “Did you order a pizza?” 
 
    “No,” he said, “but it would be welcome!” 
 
    “Great, we brought pepperoni and mushroom.” 
 
    “Bring it on up,” he said and triggered the release on the elevator. Wait…we? 
 
    Jim shrugged and quickly finished getting dressed. He walked down the stairs to the old-fashioned sunken living room just as the door opened, and Ziva walked in. A short dark figure which flowed like liquid grace was at her side. Oh, we! 
 
    “Colonel Jim Cartwright,” she said, placing the boxes she carried on a coffee table and gesturing to her companion. “This is Fssik, my Depik partner.” 
 
    “I am honored to meet you, Hunter,” Jim said and bowed slightly. 
 
    Fssik’s deep dark eyes flitted around the room and over Jim. His alertness was startling, taking in absolutely every detail. “Colonel, I am honored, and I owe you my life.” He bowed and slow blinked at Jim. “If you had not encountered our escape craft…” 
 
    “Speak no more of it,” Jim said. “We both fought the Veetanho treachery. Allies don’t need to owe debts for doing what must be done.” 
 
    “Ziva has said you are extraordinary. I would not be against a mating.” 
 
    “Fssik!” Ziva blurted. 
 
    Jim coughed and shook his head. Different cultures. Then he noticed how the blush on Ziva’s cheeks was moving down her neck. For someone with a darker complexion, she blushed remarkably well. Something in the back of his mind purred in a way he hadn’t heard in some time. 
 
    “Well,” Jim said and coughed to break the mood, “welcome to my home.” 
 
    “It is extraordinary,” Fssik said. “You must show me around!” 
 
    “I would be glad to.” 
 
    Ziva picked up the pizzas and moved them to the table in front of the Tri-V. She did her best not to look at Jim, and he could tell she was uncomfortable. 
 
    “Pepperoni or mushroom?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jim said, and they both laughed. He turned toward the kitchen to get plates, but he noticed Splunk sitting on the counter next to a pizza, her eyes narrowed. Oops. Then he saw what Splunk was looking at—Fssik. 
 
    “Hello, Splunk,” Ziva said. “This is Fssik, my Depik partner.” 
 
    Fssik took in Splunk as intently as Splunk stared at him. For a second, Jim was afraid there was about to be some kind of crazy alien catfight. Ziva’s reaction to Fssik’s less than diplomatic statement about mating was forgotten. The Depik were legendary enough he didn’t want to consider what might happen if his friend and Fssik got into it. 
 
    After a minute, Splunk picked up the pizza she’d made and brought it over to the others. Ziva got plates and a pitcher of water. Shortly, everyone was munching on pizza. Jim turned the Tri-V on and put the old movie Silence of the Lambs on. Ziva had made a comment about horror movies, and he decided to see how she reacted to one. 
 
    It turned out to be a good choice when, during the introduction of Hannibal Lecter, she took his hand and held it, making Jim smile. The four of them made short work of the pizza. Splunk didn’t try to steal everyone’s pepperoni, which was a change. She never said a word to Fssik nor vice versa. He decided quiet detente was better than open warfare. 
 
    After the movie, Jim took Fssik on a tour, explaining the apartment’s origin and showing him the view from the master bedroom. Houston Startown was lit up like the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
    “A beautiful view,” Fssik said. “I do miss our world and the jungles.” Ziva put a hand on her companion’s shoulder. 
 
    As the tour continued, it ended up in Jim’s small office next to his bedroom and his collection of various items from his life. Fssik had no interest in the now well-worn pony toys, or his academic trophies. However, when he came to the collection of the various items his father had collected during his life, he stopped dead, staring. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” he asked, pointing to a little metal medallion. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Ziva exclaimed. “I didn’t notice it when you showed me around.” 
 
    “This?” Jim said and took it down. About five centimeters across, it was plain black on one side with curious scratches, and what looked like a paw print stylized on the other. “My dad never told me how he got it.” 
 
    “So, you do not know what it is?” Fssik asked. Jim shook his head. “May I see it?” Jim handed it over. “This is a favor token, given to someone who has done a great service to a Depik clan. In this case, Whispering Fear. I am impressed.” 
 
    “So, it’s valuable?” 
 
    “Monetarily, no,” Ziva said. “However, they can be used to request special considerations of any Hunter.” Fssik slow blinked in agreement. “I would not have this on a shelf; you should keep it with you.” 
 
    “One never knows when a favor from a Hunter will come in handy,” Fssik agreed and handed it back to him. 
 
    When Jim looked down at it, there were now two. One was much newer in appearance, and the scratches were a different pattern. He looked up at Fssik in surprise. 
 
    “As I said, we are in your debt.” 
 
    “I am again honored,” Jim said. “Thank you.” He put both tokens in his pocket. 
 
    “Now, Jim Cartwright, I would enjoy seeing another of these movies.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jim said. It was some time later before he noticed Splunk had left on her mission without saying goodbye. He made a note to ask her why the Depik bothered her so much. And instead of worrying about it, he did his best to enjoy the evening. 
 
    When Fssik curled up on Ziva’s lap and fell asleep, he found it an enjoyable and rather domestic scene. Ziva leaned close and put her head on his shoulder. Jim was smiling so much his face hurt. On the Tri-V, Friday the 13th played on, despite how little interest there was in it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, In Orbit Above Capital Planet 
 
    Alexis Cromwell sighed as the shuttle reached orbit. She’d never admit it to Nigel, but even the relatively low gravity of Capital was killing her back. Twins? Why do the Cromwells always have to throw twins? 
 
    “On approach to Pegasus,” the pilot announced through the open hatch. 
 
    “Thanks, Ensign,” she said and stretched in the glorious zero G. The passenger compartment Tri-V showed Pegasus as the shuttle pilot flipped over and began slowing. Alexis smiled; she’d missed her ship. It was nice being on the planet every night with Nigel. She’d done it originally to keep an eye on him, for obvious reasons. But being with him every night had other…advantages. If she could just get him to stop treating her like a china doll. 
 
    Dr. Ramirez said her pregnancy was proceeding perfectly, especially considering she was over 40. While nowhere near an advanced age for childbearing—not in the 22nd century—her chosen profession had been hard on her body, and she’d been shot in the back—twice—by her traitorous XO while in the early stages of pregnancy. Add those factors to twins, and Ramirez insisted on calling it a high-risk pregnancy. 
 
    Alexis snorted. High risk. Her mother fought a 3-day engagement with a Jeha squadron, going into labor halfway through the fight, only giving birth after they’d won and departed into hyperspace. The Shirazi family tradition might be to chain their women up while they gestated; the Cromwell tradition was to find a fight. 
 
    The shuttle came to a stop and side-slipped into the hangar bay amidships. Once aboard, the pilot puffed the maneuvering jets and gently set the craft down, where magnetic grapples activated with a clang! They were down. 
 
    One of the advantages of being the captain of Pegasus, not to mention commander of the Winged Hussars, was that she didn’t have to cram her fat baby-belly into a spacesuit. They closed the outer door and pressurized the deck for her. “Thank you, Ensign.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Captain. Welcome back.” 
 
    “Good to be back,” she said. She slung her duffel cross-body as the shuttle door mechanism beeped to confirm pressure was equalized and then automatically slid aside. Two deck hands, in black uniform coveralls with green stripes denoting they belonged to the technical branch, were busily attaching cables to the shuttle. They nodded to her. There were still a lot of faces on Pegasus she didn’t immediately recognize; so many of her crew hadn’t survived the war and had been replaced from other ships or with new trainees and recruits. 
 
    She pushed out of the hatch and caught the guide-rope, something she usually didn’t bother with. Her balance was shit now. The two babies were growing fast. They still had 12-14 weeks to go, and she already felt like she looked like Jim Cartwright’s XO, Major Buddha. 
 
    Alexis stopped by her stateroom, leaving her duffel floating there, and then went to the CIC. The two marines stationed at the CIC entrance saluted. The red stripes on their arms flashed in the corridor light. “At ease, men,” she said, even though one was a female Aposo, then she floated into her real home. 
 
    The CIC still looked a little off from when it had been holed by an alien particle beam, killing her entire command crew. She’d already been taken prisoner and hadn’t found out about it for months. A lot of good Hussars had died that day, and she wasn’t with them where she belonged. Putting together a new command crew had proven difficult. More difficult than it might have been if they hadn’t lost so many ships in the war. 
 
    “Captain in the CIC,” her XO, Alana Price, said when Alexis entered. 
 
    “At ease,” she said. “Report.” 
 
    On her orders, they had not transmitted any sensitive information while she was on Capital. They could only guess at the level of electronic eavesdropping which might be possible. Ghost refused to even talk to her while they were in the Capital system. For an AI as old as the ship to be nervous about being in the Capital system spoke volumes about the actual risks. 
 
    “Ship’s status, nominal,” Lieutenant Bainbridge, her SitCon reported. Her main responsibility was coordination between the ship’s different departments to make sure everything worked properly. As such, she was the one to give ship’s status reports. 
 
    “We had an intel ship arrive thirteen hours ago,” Lieutenant Shefoo, her Buma comms officer reported. He turned his owl-like head completely around to look at Alexis. “We’re still decoding the data packets.” 
 
    “Roger,” Alexis said. The Hussars had a dozen intel cutters, though they were closer to a corvette in size and equipped with the very best technology the Hussars had. While bringing in a pretty nice income as couriers, they also monitored the galaxy’s various races, merc companies, and other entities, and brought the information back to New Warsaw. 
 
    It was far from an art form, though. The Hussars’ intelligence analysts completely missed the Omega War’s development and onset. In their defense, it was a big-ass galaxy. Even the Horde had been caught off guard as to the level of the aggression, though Sansar did foresee the invasion of Earth through her visions. Alexis would have discounted anything related to psychic visions, if it weren’t for Sansar also seeing Alexis pregnant and alive after her XO tried to murder her. 
 
    If she’d had Ghost to help, the data packets would have been decoded in moments. She almost used her pinplants to contact the AI, then decided against it. The damned thing wouldn’t respond, and she’d just get more annoyed. Being annoyed was an easy thing to do the more out of whack her hormones got. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Alana?” 
 
    “Are we ever going to get out of here?” 
 
    “It’s a distinct possibility,” Alexis said. “Nigel wants to go out on a mission. He’ll want me to be a good woman and sit waiting for him to return.” 
 
    “You’ve never been known as someone who does what women are supposed to do,” Alana said. 
 
    Alexis was about to ask her what exactly she thought women should be doing when she saw her XO covering her mouth to avoid laughing out loud. “Very funny, young lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Decoding complete,” Lieutenant Shefoo announced. 
 
    “Send to my pinplants,” Alexis ordered. A second later, the data came in a stream to her pinplants. She organized the information based on its flagged importance and subject. A good part of the files were routine data from Home, the star system where the Winged Hussars had enjoyed secrecy for almost a century. 
 
    Reading through the reports, she finally got confirmation of what she’d feared: their secret was out. Three ships had jumped into the system in the last month, and none of them should have known there was a stargate there. Her new second-in-command, Captain Stacy, had increased their defensive presence at the emergence point. Ships without valid business were escorted to the stargate and shown the door. 
 
    One of the visitors wanted to trade. Stacy had allowed them to stay, pending Alexis’ decision on the matter. Stacy said setting up a trading space station near the emergence point could be beneficial to the Hussars. “She has good instincts,” Alexis admitted, and wrote a quick authorization to proceed with establishing a trading station. There were a number of old battleships, ancient junkpiles dating back to the Great War, in-system that could be repurposed. She recommended rehabilitating one of them, then she moved on to other news. 
 
    The Hussars’ recruitment efforts on Earth, the colonies, and various merc pits were having surprising results; more than 1,000 new members had joined. They were still down hundreds from their numbers before the war, but it was a start. The new members were going through the standard training/confidence regimes and being integrated with crews or trained as the situation warranted. Per Mercenary Guild regs, 51% continued to be Human. Per Alexis’ directives, none were Veetanho. 
 
    Earth’s financial situation continued to deteriorate. Money was flowing, but it was a fraction of what Earth had before the war. The small manufactory she’d loaned them was up and working, manufacturing raw hydrocarbons for export. She considered for a moment. Part of Jim Cartwright’s problem, besides the planet’s income flow having been wrecked due to the Merc Guild cutting off contracts, was their inability to get ships. Earth needed its own navy, and fast. She couldn’t keep her ships there indefinitely. 
 
    Alexis pulled up Home’s equipment files. Prime Base was in bad shape, and a lot of resources were allocated toward its repair. The massive Great War-era space station had been the hub of their space-based operations for a century. Without it, all her efforts to build up the Hussars’ fleet was stymied. Their five starship-capable manufactories were operating at a low rate because of Prime Base’s inability to act as the beating heart of their shipyards. 
 
    The estimated time to have Prime Base up and back to full capabilities was still eleven months. She grunted at the long wait, though she realized there was a potential to help Jim out. Manufactory #2 had a half-finished Steed-class cruiser in process. She penned an order and added it to the outbound. The small ground-based manufactory she’d sent already was proving useful; maybe Jim would find this one even more handy. 
 
    Lastly, there were two Bloom-class Maki frigates left over from the war. They’d been surrendered; however, unlike the other Maki ships serving in the Hussars, their crew hadn’t joined. They’d been repatriated back to their people. She honestly didn’t like the Bloom-class much. The Maki made their frigates missile heavy, while the Hussars’ own Sword-class frigates were built around a ten-gigawatt spinal-mounted laser with five missile launchers thrown in. She liked flexibility. 
 
    She added notes to the orders, sending the ships to Earth, and included a few words to Jim. Then she went back and threw in the three Petal-class corvettes captured along with the frigates. She circled back a final time and ordered a team from the Geek Squad to go along to get the ships handed off properly. Finally done giving away stuff? she wondered with a dry laugh. The things I do for a planet which was never my home. 
 
    After going through the remainder of operational orders and notes, she got to the intel. The fact it was all flagged low importance was good news. Most was about monitoring the various powerful races of the Union. 
 
    The MinSha were experiencing some internal political strife. Definitely worth watching. When a race as powerful as the MinSha were showing signs of instability, you took notice. She decided not to mention it to Nigel, for obvious reasons. She didn’t want him kicking the hornet’s nest. 
 
    There was intel on the Depik’s home world. The Veetanho were squatting on it, hard. However, they were obviously in over their head. The Veetanho were the most powerful race in the galaxy, almost exclusively because of all the other races they controlled, whether that was through manipulation like the MinSha, or outright servitude like the Tortantula and Flatar. The Horsemen were discussing how to help the Depik, since the Depiks’ last-minute sacrifice in the Sol system helped save the day. Alexis agreed; they owed them. 
 
    There was also mention of increased activity in and around the worlds the Veetanho used to breed and house the Tortantula. Nothing more than activity, unusual movements, and possible mobilization. Since there were no contracts being offered, none of it correlated and that was why she’d been given the report. She knew the info would be sent to the Horde and wondered what Sansar’s team would make of it. 
 
    Lastly, almost at the end of the entire report, were observations by one of her intel cutters. They’d spotted a pair of cruisers that were different than anything observed before. This wasn’t unusual in and of itself; new designs showed up constantly, often one-offs or some new idea a race came up with. With thousands of races trying to innovate, the possibilities were endless. 
 
    However, the ship’s captain had highlighted a couple aspects of the ship—its power emissions were unusually high, and its weapons hard points were all shielded. It had immediately reminded her of the ship that had been modified by the Weapons Conglomerate. 
 
    Oh, bingo, she thought. 
 
    Alexis quickly added a note to the outbound orders packet. All intel cutters were to search for any ships with similar power readings and/or weapons hard points. Searches were to concentrate on the area where the reported ship was spotted; however, all cutters anywhere in the galaxy were likewise updated. 
 
    The cutter would leave Capital in an hour, carrying her orders out into the galaxy. She knew it might be weeks before she got answers, but somehow, she thought it would be sooner. She had a feeling, deep down, things were about to pick up speed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “Hey, Bambi?” 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Lobdell looked up to find Lieutenant Colonel James Good at her door. 
 
    “Yes? What’s up?” 
 
    “Did the boss leave yet? 
 
    “Yeah. Sansar left about an hour ago. She went to Uzbekistan to look at a site for a new base.” 
 
    “Do you know when she’s going to be back?” 
 
    “Not for several days. Why?” 
 
    “We’ve got some stuff she’s going to be interested in,” Good said. 
 
    “Show me,” Lobdell said. She stood and followed Good back to the intel center. 
 
    He led her to one of the stations. “This is Corporal Tim Hansen. He’s the one who found it. Corporal, tell the XO what you’ve got.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Hansen said. He looked over to Lobdell. “I’m on the team that is monitoring activity around Earth.” 
 
    “That’s an ominous opening,” Lobdell said with a smile. “Is it the Veetanho or the Peacemakers?” 
 
    “Actually, ma’am, it’s neither. I was watching one of the Peacemaker ships in orbit, and I kept getting some strange chatter over the course of this past week. It was really weak, though, and I was only able to receive it for a short while each day, but at different times.” 
 
    “Were they operating a shuttle or something?” Lobdell asked. 
 
    “They may have been,” Hansen said, “but that wasn’t it. I finally realized that it wasn’t coming from the Peacemaker ship at all, but from something a lot further out—it just happened to be on the same line of bearing the Peacemaker ship passed through. Once I knew it was out past our orbit, I was able to start tracking it and get some triangulation on it.” 
 
    “And?” Lobdell asked impatiently. 
 
    “And I think we’ve got squatters in our asteroid belt.” 
 
    “Squatters?” Lobdell asked. “What kind of squatters?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, ma’am. I cracked their encryption—pretty low-grade commercial stuff, so it wasn’t much of a challenge—and I was able to listen to what they were talking about. Someone is out there mining the asteroid belt.” 
 
    “Who? I take it you don’t mean someone from Earth.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, I don’t think they’re Humans. They’re not using voice; they’re using machine-to-machine communications. They’re speaking Zuparti…but they don’t sound like any of the little weasels I’ve ever heard before.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means they’re speaking Zuparti, but I don’t think they are Zuparti. Worse, I don’t think they’re alone out there.” 
 
    “What? We have a war here on Earth and everyone just decides to invade our system?” Lobdell asked. 
 
    “Maybe, ma’am. I don’t know. What I can tell you, though, is that there are squatters out in the asteroid belt mining our asteroids. There are also some sort of pirates out there that the miners are worried about. I don’t know who the pirates are because they’re pretty good about keeping radio silence. Either that or I just don’t know where to look for them yet. Space is big, ma’am, and if you don’t know where to point your antenna…” 
 
    “You aren’t going to hear what they’re saying,” Lobdell finished. She smiled. “I’m passingly familiar with all that. This isn’t my first day doing comm intercepts.” 
 
    “I was sure you knew that, ma’am, but I had to mention it. Regardless, I haven’t been able to intercept anything from the pirates. There may only be one ship, for all I know, and they wouldn’t have any reason to talk. Also, the geometry may be wrong for their signals to get here; I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, if they aren’t transmitting, how do you know they are there? Do you have some sort of radar paint on them?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I only know they exist because the miners know they exist, and they are really worried about them. That and the fact that one of the miners’ groups went dark a couple of days ago, and it’s all the others can talk about now. They think the missing miners got hit by pirates, although they haven’t said who exactly the pirates are.” He shrugged. “That’s all I’ve been able to get so far, ma’am. I will continue trying to put it together.” 
 
    “That’s really good, Sergeant, and it’s a great catch.” 
 
    “I’m Corporal—” 
 
    “Not anymore you’re not,” Lobdell interrupted. “I’ll have to clear it with Colonel Enkh, but I’m going to put you in for a meritorious promotion. That was well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Hansen said. “Just trying to do my job.” 
 
    “So?” Good asked. 
 
    Lobdell nodded. “You’re right. Sansar is going to want to know about this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Approaching Dusman Cruiser K’Pok-4, Approaching Earth Stargate 
 
    Splunk watched the cruiser get closer by the second and smiled. It had been a long time since she’d seen a Dusman warship, and it was a beautiful sight. The smooth cigar-like shape with its three retractable gravity decks and three engine pods was beautifully symmetrical, as starships were supposed to be. The Human ships were so…chaotic. All except the Winged Hussars’, but the origin of their ship designs said it all. 
 
    “High-speed docking in five minutes, Vok’tor,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Splunk said. 
 
    “The Pleesius-class is beautiful, is it not?” 
 
    “It is,” Splunk agreed. “They’ve sat in storage for far too long.” 
 
    “Can I ask the mission?” 
 
    “No, Ske’o, you cannot.” 
 
    The pilot made no further comment, merely warning her when it was time to match velocities. “Estimate six Gs,” the pilot said. 
 
    Splunk just nodded and cinched the strap on her harness. The shuttle’s engines roared, and she was pressed into the restraint. It was no worse than reentry in a Raknar and over much sooner. 
 
    “Velocity matched, coasting.” 
 
    Splunk released her harness and floated to the only window, which happened to have a view of Earth. She liked the planet. Truth be told, she liked it a lot. The atmosphere was mild, its people fascinating, and the food delicious. Plus, Jim was there. The view was currently of China, so Jim was on the other side of the planet. Well, he was going to be a lot farther away soon. 
 
    The shuttle’s and cruiser’s courses intercepted with only minor corrections by the pilot. He was good at his job, and Splunk was impressed. If they had any problem, it would be lack of experienced crews. That would probably be changing very soon. 
 
    The shuttle nestled into a bay and magnetically locked to the hull. “You are clear to go aboard,” the pilot said. 
 
    Splunk left without comment. The maintenance crew lowered their ears and heads as she floated out and made her way to the CIC. Guards at the armored door moved aside for her. “Permission to come aboard, Ske’ii?” 
 
    “Granted, Vok’tor!” 
 
    Splunk entered and greeted the Ske’ii, or ship commander. The CIC was fully staffed with a dozen Dusman operating the ship’s systems. Like the shuttle pilot and docking crew, it appeared efficient and well run. 
 
    “Are you ready for our mission?” 
 
    “I am,” Splunk said, “but where are the other ships?” 
 
    “We shall meet them at the objective.” 
 
    “The coordination will be difficult,” she said. “There may be opposition. One cruiser is likely not enough.” 
 
    “The Ske’sa took your advice for force levels. A K’apo is aboard our ship and one is with the fleet.” 
 
    “The Kroof approved?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Splunk grinned. Sly was coming around; she had known he would eventually. Too much evidence pointed toward the fact that this was the time. They had to declare themselves and be prepared for what was coming. 
 
    “You should have heard these Earther’s complain when we arrived and didn’t listen to their orders.” The Ske’ii laughed. 
 
    “They’re called Humans,” Splunk corrected. He was no older than she was, but had no experience dealing with Humans. 
 
    “As you say, Vok’tor. The Peacemakers demanded to know what we were doing. They dared to warn us to not send military elements to the planet. The gall of them!” 
 
    Splunk didn’t speak, watching the Tri-V plot showing their course to intercept the stargate. It isn’t the first time we’ve crossed paths with the Peacemakers, and it won’t be the last. The minutes passed in silence as they raced toward the stargate. The gate operator called them on the radio as Kpok-4 approached, demanding they pay. This time Splunk joined in the laughter. 
 
    The gate operator cut off mid-sentence when the stargate came online and opened for them, just in time to send Kpok-4 into hyperspace. 
 
    “Things are changing, Sumatozou,” Splunk said. “Much will soon change.” The Ske’ii nodded in agreement as they moved through hyperspace to their destination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “Surely you turned him down!” Alexis exclaimed when Nigel told her about the conversation later in their quarters. 
 
    “Well, uh…” 
 
    “You’re talking about a non-sanctioned mission to go against a sub-guild of the Science Guild. I love you, Nigel, but are you stupid?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Nigel said, a little hurt. “We get the ship at the end of the mission with its improved internal shunts. Think of what kind of capability that will give us! And, even if it doesn’t pay that much, Earth really needs the credits.” 
 
    Alexis pinched the bridge of her nose, her lips moving silently. After a moment, she spoke again. “Have you ever thought that maybe they picked you because you allowed the Veetanho to get out of paying most of their war reparations? Maybe they think you don’t know the value of a credit?” 
 
    “I know the value of a credit, and I know that taking this contract—or non-contract mission, anyway—will help keep food on the table of my employees. Face it—if we don’t start taking contracts again, or doing something, we aren’t going to be able to pay our employees. You’re a little better off than most, but even you have payrolls to meet, and you can’t go on forever without some credits coming in.” 
 
    “True,” Alexis said with a nod, conceding the point, “but this all seems too easy. ‘Just go do this thing and we’ll give you a cutting-edge ship?’ Come on, even you have to realize they’re not telling you something.” 
 
    “Yes, I realize that. Which is why I asked to see all the info they had on the facility before I gave them my final ‘Yes.’” 
 
    Alexis nodded. “That, at least, was smart.” She thought for a second, then added, “I want to send a couple of my Geek Squad with you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, an awful lot of your paycheck for this mission revolves around the transport, which is an expensive asset, regardless of whether it actually has internal shunts that work.” 
 
    “But he said—” 
 
    Alexis put a finger over his lips, silencing him. “I know what he said. But wouldn’t you feel better having someone from our side take a look at the engines and the shunts first?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Of course, it does; that’s why I suggested it.” She smiled. “You are an excellent warrior and tactical leader; my people, however, know starships.” 
 
    “You seem pretty interested in the ship.” 
 
    “I am. I have a big advantage with Pegasus and the other Egleesius ships. I can get out of any bad situation I find myself in. Most merc ships don’t have that. I don’t want this technology getting out any more than the Cartography Guild does. If I trap someone, I don’t want them getting away. If every ship could do what mine do, then mine wouldn’t be special.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I just got all the information on the R’Taki target system from the Sumatozou,” Nigel said. 
 
    “How’s it look?” Alexis asked, coming in from the bedroom. 
 
    “You look great,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Not me, stupid. How does the mission look?” 
 
    “Relatively straightforward. The facility is on a small planet in an out-of-the-way system. The only reason the elephants knew about it was the gate master there is a Sumatozou who’d done something wrong and gotten stationed there; normally, it’s staffed by some minor race. The Sumatozou happened to notice a transport disappeared from the system and then was in the emergence area again fourteen days later. If it hadn’t been one of their race, and the gate master hadn’t been told to watch out for this sort of thing, they probably would have missed it.” 
 
    “How’d they know to watch out for it?” 
 
    “The Cartography Guild told their people to watch out for ships with internal shunts. They didn’t figure the Science Guild would honor their agreement.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Alexis said, sitting down gingerly next to him. “I wouldn’t trust those liars, either. What does the target look like?” 
 
    “The research facility looks like an industrial facility outside of town.” 
 
    Alexis leaned over to see his slate better. “What’s the name of the guild?” 
 
    “It says here this is the Locomotion Conglomerate,” Nigel said. “Never heard of them.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Alexis said. “There used to be an old dance named that, I think, but I never heard of the guild.” 
 
    “The info says they work on all forms of engines here. Here are some pictures of the facility.” 
 
    “Where are the weapons emplacements?” 
 
    “I don’t see any,” Nigel said, “and that’s what worries me. I understand that you might want to camouflage the facility to make it look like there’s nothing worth attacking, but if they’re working on advanced motors there, it’s going to be defended.” 
 
    “Does the info show a garrison?” 
 
    Nigel flipped through the package. “Yeah. Oh, fucking wonderful. ‘An unknown number of Goka are believed to be located at the facility, as ships from the Goka home world are routine visitors to the facility.’” 
 
    “None of the pictures show any Goka around the station,” Alexis noted. “I see a number of races walking between the buildings, but no roaches.” The facility was a walled square, each side about half a mile in length. In addition to four massive buildings, there were a number of metal plates on the ground, and smaller buildings were scattered around the grounds. 
 
    Nigel sighed. 
 
    “What?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “There are Goka, but there aren’t any visible aboveground. That means there’s a tunnel system belowground, and that’s where we’ll have to fight them. In the tunnels.” 
 
    “Well, depending on the height of the researchers, that may be why the Sumatozou don’t want to do this themselves.” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “Yeah, can you imagine them bent over in an eight-foot-high tunnel trying to fight off Goka pouring down the hallway?” He shrugged. “They’d get slaughtered.” 
 
    “I don’t want to imagine you in an eight-foot-high tunnel trying to fight off Goka pouring down the hallway,” Alexis noted. “That sounds like a good way for my babies to lose their daddy.” She patted her swolen belly. 
 
    “Well, if the ceilings aren’t high enough to get our CASPers in there, we’re not going in,” Nigel said. “I’m not fighting Goka without my CASPer. Period.” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t,” Alexis said. “All three of us want you back.” 
 
    “I want me back, too.” He looked at the pictures again. “If the tunnels are too small, we’ll blow the place up.” 
 
    “Like with a nuke?” 
 
    “Can’t. It’ll get the city nearby.” 
 
    Alexis swiped through the pictures. “If the tunnels go too deep, you won’t be able to confirm you got everything. Even with a nuke, you’d still just be guessing.” 
 
    “I know. If it comes to that…it’ll be a hard call.” 
 
    “Just don’t let it come to that, okay?” 
 
    Nigel smiled. “For you, anything.” He brought up the image of the main complex and shook his head. “There are defenses there, even if we can’t see them. It’s too valuable to leave undefended.” 
 
    “But you won’t know until you get there.” 
 
    “Nope.” Nigel shrugged. “Still; I don’t see anything that would preclude me from taking the job.” 
 
    “Aside from potentially pissing off the Science Guild.” 
 
    “And if I don’t, I run the risk of pissing off the Cartography Guild. At this moment, I still need the Cartography Guild and the stargate system…at least until we get the new transport. I’d rather stay on their good side. And, after the raid on Lacabo Prime, I doubt very much that we’re in the good graces of the Science Guild.” 
 
    Alexis chuckled. “There is that. So, you’re going to take the job?” 
 
    “I don’t see any way not to.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Representatives’ Mess, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel looked up from his plate of…something to see the Sumatozou rep approaching. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” he asked. He pulled up a bench suitable for his stature. 
 
    “Not at all,” Nigel said. He waved to the nearly empty mess hall. “Most of the people have left, and Alexis wasn’t in the mood to eat what they serve here.” He looked around to see if anyone else was within earshot. There wasn’t. “I’m in, by the way. If the offer still stands, I’m in.” 
 
    “Good,” the Sumatozou said. “When can you leave?” 
 
    “I can go immediately, although I’ll have to go by Earth to pick up the strike force required for the mission.” 
 
    “That is acceptable. I can have the transport I promised meet you at Earth. That way, you can load and go.” His trunks did some sort of little dance, but Nigel had no idea what it meant. “It is probably better for them to meet you at Earth, in any event, rather than bringing the transport here. Fewer prying eyes.” 
 
    “On Earth?” Nigel laughed. “There are more prying eyes on and around Earth right now than almost anywhere else in the galaxy. We’ve got Peacemakers in orbit, the remains of a number of Merc Guild forces running around unsupervised, and different government agencies looking for who they can tax next.” He laughed. “I’m happy to be on Capital Planet; there are fewer eyes watching me here.” 
 
    The Sumatozou laughed with him. “That truly is saying something.” He looked around and then said, “Here comes the Speaker; I don’t want him to hear about our agreement. We are in agreement, correct?” 
 
    “We are. Once we get a twenty percent down payment, I will get started.” 
 
    “Twenty? The normal rate is ten percent.” 
 
    “These aren’t normal times, and this isn’t a normal mission.” 
 
    The Sumatozou bowed. “True. It will be done as you say. The transport will be in Earth orbit in twelve days.” 
 
    “Twelve? It ought to take two jumps to get there, plus whatever time is needed to prep the ship.” 
 
    “It will.” The Sumatozou stared at Nigel for a second before adding, “The Cartography Guild has a long memory, and we will remember who helped us. We will also remember those who spurned us.” He nodded to the Speaker as he joined them. “Good day.” He turned and left. 
 
    “What was that about?” Nigel asked. “I haven’t seen that kind of reaction since the last time a MinSha landed in New Persia.” 
 
    “It is nothing,” the Speaker said with a dismissive wave. “The Cartography Guild is annoyed at our lack of taking contracts. Without mercs moving around on contracts, their revenues are down significantly.” 
 
    “Did you want to speak with me?” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” the Speaker said as he sat on the vacated bench. “I have something that you might be interested in.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “I have some friends who were interested in potentially hiring Asbaran Solutions.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nigel’s eyebrows couldn’t have gone any higher. “I didn’t think we were taking any new contracts while we’re on this ‘break.’” 
 
    “We’re not, and this wouldn’t be something authorized by the Merc Guild. It would be something not in the books, as they say.” 
 
    “We call it ‘off’ the books.” 
 
    Toyn-Zhyll twitched a shrug. “However you say it, it wouldn’t be an official merc-sanctioned contract.” 
 
    Nigel smiled. “Is this some sort of sting operation where you try to get me to sign up for something that goes against policy and then boot me from the Inner Council?” 
 
    “No, it is nothing like that. In fact, it is quite the opposite.” The Speaker’s eyes scanned the space, looking to see if anyone was listening. “Look, Colonel Shirazi, you and I are both adults, and I’m sure you realize—as I do—that just because we aren’t taking contracts now doesn’t mean the galaxy is at peace. Far from it! If anything, there is more turmoil now than when the war against your planet was raging. People still need armed forces to settle disputes and conflicts, and merc companies are going to step in to fill that need, even if it is outside the auspices of the guild. Besides, as the membership of the guild often reminds me, we need to make our credits if we want to pay our people.” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “That is very true. Our planet is falling apart without the income the merc companies bring in.” 
 
    “Exactly. It just so happens that I have an…opportunity for you. One of my acquaintances is in need of the capabilities you bring to the table.” 
 
    “What capabilities are those?” 
 
    “She has worked with CASPers on a number of occasions, and she is familiar with what they can do. She is looking to hire a CASPer-equipped Human company for some operations in the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “Spine Nebula? Never heard of it. When does she need us?” 
 
    “Apparently, she has an immediate need for assistance. It would mean going right now.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nigel said. “Well, shit.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, I need to go to Earth, as there are some things that require my personal attention. I will be leaving immediately for that, so I won’t be able to help your acquaintance. Too bad; Earth could use the credits.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else who might be interested? Perhaps Alexis—” 
 
    “No,” Nigel interrupted. “And I would prefer you don’t ask her. Her company really doesn’t go into those kinds of operations, and I wouldn’t want her getting involved at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, since she is carrying your pups.” 
 
    “She is carrying our children, and yes, that is why.” Nigel thought furiously, not wanting to leave Alexis here with the mission unfulfilled; she’d probably jump on the chance if Toyn-Zhyll asked her. “I’ll tell you what,” he temporized. “I will check with the other units available when I get to Earth, and I will find someone. Where should I send them?” 
 
    Toyn-Zhyll was silent a few moments. That obviously hadn’t been the answer he’d been expecting. “Well, according to her, the need is great. If you can find someone, have them go to the Beta-Caerelis system and ask for Gloriana at Station Five.” 
 
    “Got it. I will find someone for her. Heaven knows, there are a number of companies that need the credits.” Nigel cocked his head. “This is a paid gig, right?” 
 
    “It is, although it’s negotiable, based on the capabilities of the merc company.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Thank you,” the Speaker said. He got up and left. 
 
    Nigel looked up the Spine Nebula as he watched Toyn-Zhyll depart. It looked like a nowhere place on the way to better areas. Good luck finding someone who wants to go all the way out there on a whim and promise of pay. I’d want at least 50% up front to take Asbaran there. What kind of moron would want to go there? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 South of Chorvoq, Uzbekistan 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Timur asked, his arm sweeping across the vista visible from the top of the small rise. “Is it not everything I promised?” 
 
    “It is, thank you,” Sansar said, breathing in the clean, fresh air. She spun slowly, taking in the scenery. To the north, Charvak Reservoir sparkled. Everywhere else, the view was of small hills. More importantly, even though there were a few houses in the area, no structures were taller than a single level. Only a few could even be seen, and they were in the distance. 
 
    “We do have another place, up in the Aksu-Zhabagly Nature Reserve, that is a little farther off the beaten path that we could make available—” 
 
    “No, this is perfect,” Sansar said. “This is everything we need.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Timur said. “We have a caporegima on the province’s zoning commission; I do not believe getting your facility approved will be an issue. There may need to be a few payments made to grease certain wheels—” 
 
    “Which we will reimburse you for.” 
 
    “And some costs for moving the processing facilities that were nearby,” he added. “The additional traffic will make the members engaged in that division…troubled.” 
 
    “I don’t have any problem paying for their relocation, either, within reason,” Sansar said, looking at the man she knew to be the Uzbekistani underboss for the Gray Wolves. She could easily have gone to see the current head of the Wolves, but there was a certain…utility to not meeting with her in public. Sansar raised an eyebrow. “Any other hidden fees I need to be aware of?” she asked. 
 
    “No, that’s it,” he said. “When can we expect payment?” 
 
    Sansar shrugged. “As soon as we can get a contract again. We are working hard to do so.” 
 
    The man pursed his lips. “In that case, I am afraid we may need to discuss the issue of interest due—” 
 
    “I am not one of your clients that you can send your minions after, looking to break my leg if we don’t pay immediately.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Timur said. “I would not phrase it as such, and I am well aware of where the Wolves came from and our…special relationship,” he said. “Still, it is money that is tied up, which prevents us from taking certain other opportunities…” 
 
    “Charging interest is fair, and it will be paid at our usual rate,” Sansar agreed. She knew their “usual rate” was only twenty percent of what it would be for one of their normal customers. It was one of the perks of their “special relationship.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Timur said, offering his hand. “I am satisfied.” 
 
    “As am I,” she said, shaking it and sealing the deal. “Thank you very much for facilitating this.” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said. “It is good to have you back in the neighborhood. I look forward to a very profitable relationship.” 
 
    “As do I.” Sansar smiled. She knew what she was getting with the Wolves; she couldn’t help but wonder, though, if there was a nearby Section 51 presence, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Capital Planet 
 
    “Yes, Nigel, I promise; the plan is to head to New Warsaw.” 
 
    Nigel’s eyes narrowed suspiciously over the link; every detail of his face clearly visible on the Tri-V projected over her command seat in the CIC. “You promise.” 
 
    “Of course. There’s a lot to be done back Home. You know where to find me.” She winked, and he grinned despite himself. “You be careful on your little side mission; you need to be back here to convince Toyn-Zhyll to start offering contracts again, or we’re all going broke.” 
 
    “Stargate in ten seconds,” someone said behind Nigel on the bridge of Revenge. 
 
    “See you soon, my love,” Nigel said. A few whistles and catcalls echoed inside both CICs. 
 
    Alexis rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Not in front of the mercs, Colonel.” His face hardened a little, then she smiled. “I love you, too,” she said. His eyes twinkled just before Revenge jumped into hyperspace. “SitCon, report.” 
 
    “Ship’s stores are full,” Lieutenant Bainbridge said. “All systems are operating nominally, and we have full reaction mass tanks.” 
 
    “Very well. Ensign Freep?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” The SalSha helmsman was so excited he would have vibrated out of his workstation had he not been hanging on with his dexterous feet. 
 
    “Set course for the stargate; one-quarter G.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Freep said and immediately got the ship underway. 
 
    Alexis opened a file in her pinplants and quickly absorbed the data. She’d let it sit there since it arrived two days ago. It was flagged with the ID for the requests she’d made weeks ago, so she knew what it likely contained. Since she hadn’t read it until now, she hadn’t actually lied to Nigel. 
 
    “Helm, alter our destination. We’re going to the Traumb system in the Crapti region of the Jesc arm.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to New Warsaw,” Freep said. He looked at Sofeeka, the TacCom, who was in the next closest station. He pitched his voice lower, but of course the SalSha’s squeaky voice carried. “Didn’t she just promise Colonel Shirazi we were—” 
 
    “Just carry out the order, Ensign,” Sofeeka suggested. 
 
    Freep nodded and used his pinplants to begin making the changes. Alexis grinned at the confused look on the otter-like face. They were such a young race, and Freep was particularly innocent. It was why he’d left the bomber squadrons; their death rate during the Omega War approached 95%. He couldn’t handle watching so many of his friends die. She couldn’t blame him; it was hard to see people you knew die. 
 
    As a new member of Pegasus’ command crew, it would take him some time to learn how things worked. Even when she had her most experienced bridge crew, before the Omega War, all of them were not in on the secret of Ghost. Sure, most of the crew knew about Ghost, though many didn’t completely believe, only a tiny handful knew it was an AI living in a Human body. 
 
    Would Freep make the grade? She didn’t know. He had high marks as a pilot and navigator, and he learned quickly. His recommendations were fine. It was his race, the extremely young uplifted SalSha, which was his biggest problem. They were, at their heart, otters. She didn’t doubt his spirit; she doubted his ability to concentrate and do the job. His place in the Hussars wasn’t in danger, though she might have to shuffle him off to be a shuttle pilot if his position in the CIC didn’t work out. 
 
    “Course set,” Freep said. 
 
    Alexis glanced at her XO, Alana Price. The other woman had her eyes partly closed for a moment, then she nodded at Alexis. The course worked out, including following the Hussars’ operational doctrine to avoid the shortest route to a destination unless the mission was in extremis. Navigation was a skill Freep was still developing. So far, so good. 
 
    Pegasus accelerated at a leisurely pace for the stargate. An hour later, she passed through into hyperspace. 
 
    Less than a minute after jumping into hyperspace, she heard something she hadn’t heard in weeks. 
 
    <There is risk in this plan.> 
 
    “Welcome back, Ghost. Care to elaborate?” 
 
    <I cannot be specific.> 
 
    Why am I not surprised? she thought. “Then what can you tell me? I’ve wanted to ask you about the Weapons Conglomerate for weeks, but, of course, you wouldn’t talk to me in Capital.” 
 
    <The entity is an artifact dating after the Dusman era. I have no knowledge of them.> 
 
    “Then where is the risk?” 
 
    <It is in the source of these weapons.> 
 
    Schematics appeared in her head. Not detailed, but tactical evaluations of weapons with detailed images going back to when they were first spotted at the Second Battle for Earth months ago. Those images were then overlaid with more images of weapons. These were mounted on ships she’d never seen before. Ships startlingly reminiscent of Egleesius-class vessels. 
 
    <Versions of these weapons were in the arsenals of both sides during the Great War, 20,000 years ago. These are different. Smaller, more power, and more advanced.> 
 
    “Who could make them?” 
 
    <I cannot tell you.> 
 
    Damn it, she silently cursed. “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    <Cannot,> Ghost insisted. <As I have told you before, even an AI has rules. More than you might imagine.> 
 
    The featureless whiteness of hyperspace propelled them onwards. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “Anything interesting happen while I was gone?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Depends on how you define interesting, I guess,” Bambi replied. “Are you looking for something like additional rioting or something more along the lines of a lot of non-Human activity in the asteroid belt?” 
 
    “Food riots and associated demonstrations are going to be part of the landscape until we get things turned around.” An eyebrow rose. “What’s going on in the asteroid belt?” 
 
    Bambi sent her several reports, and—with the power of six pinplants—Sansar digested them quickly. “So, there are miners who speak Zuparti, but who aren’t really Zuparti, out in the asteroid belt? 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “And, as if that weren’t enough, there’s a group of pirates preying on them?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. And they’re smart enough and stealthy enough to keep us from finding out about them. If it weren’t for the miners talking about the pirates—” 
 
    “We wouldn’t know about them. Got it. Sounds like our Minister of War ought to go clean out our asteroid belt.” 
 
    “Well, yes, probably so, but there’s something else going on out there that we haven’t figured out yet.” 
 
    “In addition to miners pretending they’re from a race other than what they are and super stealthy pirates preying on the fairly intelligent but not-quite-as-stealthy miners, we have…?” 
 
    “We’ve got one more thing we just picked up today.” Bambi forwarded her the last report. It was brief—an unmanned survey drone from one of the mining companies had sent a message from the asteroid belt which the Golden Horde had intercepted as part of their increased collection efforts on the extraterrestrial miners and pirates. With demand for rare Earth elements increasing, there was a renewed interest in mining the asteroids, and more drones went out every day in search of significant deposits of the needed elements. 
 
    What the drone had found was interesting and—if the truth were known—a lot more troubling than the miners and pirates were. Sure, they were issues Jim would need to deal with at some point, but a missing asteroid had the potential to be far, far worse. 
 
    The drone was unable to locate Asteroid 97 Klotho, and Sansar scanned the Aethernet for information on it. At just under 100 kilometers in diameter, it was in the top 1% of all asteroids in terms of size. And it was missing. 
 
    How does something that big go missing? 
 
    “Do you suppose the non-Zuparti miners took it to mine it?” Bambi asked. 
 
    “The effort it would take to alter the asteroid’s orbit would be substantial,” Sansar noted while the other half of her mind continued to work. “It looks like the last time it was surveyed, it showed large deposits of some of the rare Earth elements, so there would be some profit in mining it, but I don’t know why you’d expend the effort to move it. It’d be far easier to mine it in place.” 
 
    Sansar shrugged, then had a really bad thought. She’d been worried about what the Veetanho were up to…was this it? “No,” she said, shaking her head, “what I’m far more worried about is where it’s gotten to. This asteroid is bigger than the Chicxulub impactor which killed the dinosaurs. If some of Peepo’s friends found a way to slam it into the Earth—” 
 
    “We’d be pretty screwed,” Bambi finished. 
 
    “Yeah. Make sure we put some assets into finding where it went. Also, let Jim Cartwright know. If someone’s slinging asteroids at Earth, the Minister of War is going to need to know.” Sansar chewed the inside of her cheek while she thought. 
 
    “Is there something else?” Bambi asked. 
 
    “Yeah, there is. I want you to have our recruiters take a look for anyone that’s available right now for an off-world mission.” 
 
    “Are we taking contracts again?” 
 
    “No. This is something…different.” 
 
    “Can you give me anything? I mean, they’re going to want to know what they’re being recruited for. They’re mercs, but they’re not dumb.” 
 
    “I know,” Sansar said. “The problem is, I can’t quantify it. I know something’s coming, but I don’t know what it is yet.” 
 
    A look of understanding passed over Bambi’s face. “You had a dream, didn’t you?” 
 
    Sansar looked down, unable to meet Bambi’s eyes. It was silly to recruit a group of people for something that hadn’t come about yet…but then it was also silly to spend tons of credits on her last major dream…up until it wasn’t anymore, and a planet’s worth of Tortantulas landed at the base. 
 
    “Is this something like the Black Death that we need to get people practicing for in the simulators?” Bambi asked, visibly trying to keep from shuddering when Sansar didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    “Yes, it’s something like the Black Death, but I don’t actually know what it is yet. Certainly not enough to put together a scenario. All I know is that we’re going to need more people than what our recruiters are currently taking in, and soon. I want them to actively reach out to people with experience. Give them a sign-on bonus that makes the lack of info worthwhile.” Sansar sighed. “If it helps, you can tell them that I will be leading the mission.” 
 
    “You will? But if you don’t even know what it is yet, how can you know who’s going to be right to lead it?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is yet, true, but I know it’s important and is something I will need to oversee myself.” 
 
    “Do you know when you’re leaving or how long you’ll be gone?” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “Sorry.” 
 
    Bambi shrugged. “There’s an awful lot in flux right now, but I guess whoever’s left behind will have to manage.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, XO, but that person’s going to be you.” 
 
    Bambi gulped. “Me? I thought I’d be going with you. If it’s that important…” 
 
    “We don’t need both of us running around the galaxy on some wild goose chase. I need you here to take care of business while I’m gone. Of everyone in the Horde, you’re best at knowing what’s important and what I’d most likely do in a variety of situations.” 
 
    “Well, true, but I’m not—” 
 
    “But nothing. You’re ready for this, and it will be your time to shine.” 
 
    “What if they open up contracts again while you’re gone?” 
 
    “Take the ones that make sense for us, based on our personnel and assets.” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Bambi gulped. “If you say so…” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cartwright’s Cavaliers Main Base, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Jim Cartwright looked up from the papers he was signing as the intel alarm beeped in his pinplants. With years of practice using the processors embedded in his cerebellum he didn’t have to close his eyes to read the messages, unlike a lot of people. This one looked promising, unlike most of the intel reports he received. 
 
    As he read, he realized his plans for the night were likely toast. In the two weeks since Splunk had departed off world, Jim had only managed one brief date with Ziva, lunch at a newly opened coffee shop in Houston Startown. The starport was still slowly recovering, but the lack of mercenary trade meant business was way off. They had planned on going to a Tri-V movie after work. 
 
    The report was from Sansar Enkh and dealt with a drone that had been surveying the asteroid belt. Asteroid 97 Klotho, earmarked for mining claim 2125-G-22, could not be located. Smith Industries, the holder of claim 2125-G-22 reported not having been to 97 Klotho since their initial survey, prior to the Omega War. No additional details were available. 
 
    Jim reread the report a second time. How does an asteroid disappear? To which the answer was, it doesn’t. He used his Aethernet link to look up 97 Klotho. It was a type-M asteroid, about 82 kilometers long, massing around 1.3x1018 kilograms. A Smith Industries survey five years ago indicated large deposits of niobium, dysprosium, and ytterbium and moderate amounts of other rare Earths and some metals. It had never been worked to date because it was low yield. 
 
    He next looked up Smith Industries. He recognized the name; they’d been rich since before first contact. The company had been setting up the first mining operation on the Moon when the Buma showed up. Having found a rich deposit of europium in a dark-side crater, they’d cut a deal with a Cochkala trader to exploit it. Sure, they’d gotten screwed, but the credits still added up to billions. They were one of the few early successes not associated with mercs. 
 
    Jim remembered it from his Earth-Union Civics and History class in high school. The news tried to make it center stage, but the mercs quickly stole the show. Then, a few years later, there was the big scandal about the whales being kidnapped off Earth with the Winged Hussars’ help. The whales disappeared into the galaxy, while Smith Industries continued to profit and grow. 
 
    “Their base is on the Moon,” Jim noted. In particular, the far side of the Moon. A small complex built around the crater holding their initial find; small enough that Peepo hadn’t bombed or occupied it. Still, the asteroid was a conundrum. 
 
    He used his pinplants to send a call. 
 
    “Kim Su speaking,” a voice answered in a crisp Asian accent. 
 
    “Captain Su,” Jim said. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright, how are you?” 
 
    “Well, Captain, well. How is Hong Kong?” 
 
    “Hectic,” Su replied. “There was a small riot yesterday. The Binnig plants here remain shut down. ‘No credits, no peace,’ is what the rioters say.” 
 
    Jim nodded; he’d seen the report. China was a signatory of the new Terran Federation, after all. Despite Hong Kong’s continued desire to go it alone, they were still part of China, and she made sure all the intel on China went across his desk. 
 
    “Do you need me to send a team to get you out?” 
 
    A dry chuckle answered. “I can always request a shuttle from Bucephalus if it comes to that. Hong Kong is my home; I am in no danger here.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. On another note, I had a question for you.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “How hard would it be to move an asteroid?” 
 
    “Didn’t you already manage that with your little friends’ help?” 
 
    It was Jim’s turn to laugh. “No, I meant for someone other than the Dusman.” 
 
    “Maybe you’d better explain?” 
 
    Jim sent her the intel report. As captain of EMS Bucephalus, she carried the equivalent rank of major in the Cavaliers, and thus had enough clearance in Jim’s book. Since she had pinplants as well, it only took the woman on the other side of the world seconds to read it. 
 
    “I understand the question now. With our technology, here on Earth, not possible. We don’t have enough hulls present to move an asteroid of that size.” 
 
    “What about non-standard methods?” Jim asked. 
 
    “You mean nuclear deflection or solar sails?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We don’t have a good deep space network, but we’d still notice multiple nuclear blasts. At the least, other ships in the asteroids would have noticed. A solar sail would take years. The other thing is that anyone here wouldn’t have bothered moving it; they would have just set up a mining operation until dislodged by the actual owners.” 
 
    Jim nodded again. It made sense and paralleled what he’d been thinking as well. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Any time, Colonel. Just send word and I’ll have Bucephalus ready to go.” 
 
    Jim cut the connection and steepled his fingers, bumping his index fingers against his lips as he considered. On the surface of it, there wasn’t much concern for Earth’s defense in regard to stolen asteroids. He was the Minister of War, not the chief law enforcement officer. On the other hand, you could do more with a stolen asteroid than just harvest its minerals. A rock that big would be bad if dropped on Earth. Very bad. 
 
    He spent some time reviewing what assets were left in the star system past the Earth-Moon orbit. Peepo had wrecked many of the installations and facilities throughout the system. Earth had only had less than a century to develop the system, and most of the installations had only a handful of people. The exceptions were Mars and Ganymede. 
 
    On Mars, it’s chief city of Bradbury was still there, struggling to survive. They’d been terraforming the planet until the money dried up. Now most of those remaining were prospectors, and Mars wasn’t mineral rich. The old Earth Republic shipyard in Martian orbit was scrap, as was the little defense installation. Peepo had even destroyed the Mars Space Elevator project. Too bad; that was a cool prospect. 
 
    Ganymede was another matter. The Jovian system still hosted thousands of Humans doing everything from research to prospecting. Kubrick City on Ganymede had a population of a quarter million people and ended up being garrisoned by the invading aliens. As soon as the Peacemakers arrived, they’d left. Life above Jupiter largely returned to normal, though many had returned to Earth as opportunities and research budgets dwindled. 
 
    Of all the Earth outposts, Ganymede was the most like the Wild West. It even had a small merc pit, now shut down. Jim scanned the list of friendly facilities around Jupiter, ones aligned with the Four Horsemen in one way or another. Only one was still operating, a research facility. Officially it was the Gas Giant Atmospheric Research Installation, or GARI. Cartwright’s and the Winged Hussars alone had spent millions on the facility, and there was zero evidence of so much as a single paper published or a report filed. Curious. 
 
    “I wonder if 97 Klotho is related to GARI?” There wasn’t enough information. He needed some live intel on the Jovian system. The asteroid field was between Earth and Jupiter. There could be a connection. It wasn’t worth sending Bucephalus, and he couldn’t fly off by himself. His Federation job and the Cavaliers consumed all of his time. Wait—maybe he could go. 
 
    The Jovian system held three Earth Republic installations: a marine base, a future naval base—nothing more than a mined out asteroid—and a listening post. All were listed as unmanned, but their fate remained unknown. He checked his calendar. Yeah, there were a few days to spare. He could do a lot of his work remotely, albeit with a significant transmission lag. 
 
    Jim made up his mind and called Captain Su back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Two weeks after they left Capital Planet, Pegasus arrived in the Traumb system. Transition through the intervening system was routine, the great old warship jumped back out immediately after arriving, thanks to its internal shunts. She was in the system for less than a minute, and Alexis doubted they had even been caught on sensors; they certainly wouldn’t have been identified. 
 
    When they got to Traumb, though, Alexis found there would be little question the Hussars were in the system. Six other ships from the unit were already waiting. 
 
    “We have comms from Sir Barton,” Shefoo said as they emerged in the system. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Alexis ordered. 
 
    “Commander Cromwell, welcome to Traumb.” 
 
    “Captain Wolfsong, my regards and thanks for coming early. How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Eleven hours, Commander.” 
 
    “What’s the status of your squadron? I wasn’t expecting six ships.” 
 
    “In addition to Sir Barton, Stacy sent along Manticore, Marmoset, Damocles, Lobera, and Draco.” 
 
    Sir Barton was a Crown-class cruiser, and Draco a Heaven-class transport. Those she’d expected. However, Marmoset was a Stem-class cruiser they’d gotten from the Maki, Damocles a Legend-class escort frigate, Lobera a Sword-class frigate, and Manticore a Fiend-class carrier. The addition of a pair of frigates, a cruiser, and a carrier was unexpected. 
 
    “Why did Commander Stacy send the extra hulls?” 
 
    “Commander Stacy sends her regards and says she thought you could use a little extra throw-weight if you encounter what you are afraid is here.” 
 
    Alexis grunted. Stacy had commanded the Hussars in her absence and done it well. Maybe extra ships were a good idea. As long as they wouldn’t be missed. “Very well; glad to have you aboard.” 
 
    “I formerly turn over squadron command to you, Commander Cromwell.” 
 
    “I have command, Captain Wolfsong.” Alexis responded. “Please form up on Pegasus and we’ll head for the planet.” Alexis looked at the Tri-V, which showed the planet and the ships orbiting it. With a little luck, she’d get some answers to the mystery of the Weapons Cartel, and where the weapons came from. 
 
    The fleet accelerated toward the planet, one long powerful burn at 4 Gs for an hour. It was hard on those crewmen not as G tolerant as say the Bakulu or the MinSha. It wasn’t very easy on Alexis either, being six months pregnant. Still, the Winged Hussars had always acted with the tactical doctrine of their namesake. Strike fast, strike hard, strike first. Of the squadron, Draco and Manticore fell back. The carrier was built on the Sword-class hull, but sacrificed firepower and weapons for drone racks and a manufactory tailored to making replacement drones. Its top speed was 3.5 Gs. Draco was a unique design, its construction loosely based on an Izlian hull. They were capable of keeping up, but instead held back with Manticore, so that its superior shields and defensive lasers could provide protection. 
 
    Once the other five ships went into coast, Draco and Manticore would continue to boost. They would cut power once they matched velocities, though many thousands of kilometers astern of the squadron. Since they were not built to stand in the breach anyway, this suited their tactics well. Manticore’s drones could thrust at 1,000 Gs. Should combat prove necessary, they would catch up to the front-line warships in minutes. The transport would only be needed to capture any prizes the mission yielded. 
 
    “Getting good data on ships in orbit,” the CIC sensor ops specialist, Ensign Jesus Lopez, announced. “I mark twenty-nine ships in high orbit, approximately two hundred ninety-one in low orbit. Of those in low orbit, about two hundred appear to be shuttles, with the remainder of the ships in geostationary transfer orbits. I’m working on the ships in high orbit.” 
 
    <Those will be your targets. Ships equipped with the special weapons won’t risk being scanned in low orbit.> 
 
    “Target all sensors on the higher orbit ships,” Alexis ordered. It was good to have Ghost back. Damned good. As usual, Ghost didn’t show any feelings one way or the other. “Assume formation A-2,” she added. They were short a frigate to properly use the formation, so the escort frigate would act as a regular frigate. The two ships flanked Pegasus, while the two cruisers pulled slightly ahead. The formation relied on the heavy shields and weaponry of the cruisers and battlecruiser since they weren’t expecting static defenses; rather, a pursuit seemed likely. 
 
    “We have comms from the planet,” Shefoo said and put it on the speaker. 
 
    “Unidentified fleet, this is Traumb Traffic Control, we show you on an aggressive intercept course with Traumb Prime.” 
 
    Alexis gestured, and Shefoo let her take over. “Traumb Traffic Control, Colonel Alexis Cromwell speaking, commander of the licensed mercenary company Winged Hussars aboard EMS Pegasus at the head of the approaching fleet. We are operating on Mercenary Guild orders. We have no interest in your world. To avoid unnecessary conflict, please do not interfere. Lieutenant Shefoo, broadcast our Mercenary Guild license credentials.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    A particularly long pause followed, no doubt while whoever she’d been talking to frantically attempted to reach someone in authority to advise them the Hussars were bringing a fight into their system. The light-speed lag was minimal. The distance from the emergence point to Traumb Prime was 955,000 kilometers. They were 700,000 kilometers out and traveling 500,000 kph when the controller finally got back with them. 
 
    “Colonel Cromwell,” a new voice said. “This is Commodore B’sku of the Wathayat. We are not inclined to allow you to conduct combat operations in our system at this time.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Alexis said. “Aside from ignoring the primacy of Mercenary Guild business in regard to syndicates such as yours, how do you propose to stop us?” 
 
    “I have nine ships in orbit,” B’sku replied. “Five frigates, three light cruisers, and a cruiser. We only show you advancing with five ships.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Commodore, before you make a career-ending mistake, I suggest you use the GalNet and review the Winged Hussars’ combat records. The details are available in the Mercenary Guild open database.” 
 
    “I don’t see how—” 
 
    “Do yourself a favor and review the records.” 
 
    The commodore, who Alexis could tell was a Bakulu from her translation matrix, mumbled and signed off. For a moment, she thought he was just ignoring her, then he returned a few seconds later. “Colonel Cromwell, I may have been hasty in my decision. You have my respectful permission to conduct whatever operations you might need to perform. However, I would ask you to kindly avoid collateral damage to our orbital assets. Finding repair parts is becoming increasingly difficult in this confusing time.” 
 
    “We will do our best, Commodore.” She gestured, and Shefoo cut the connection. The CIC broke out in laughter. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Freep said to Afeeko. “They had a lot more ships.” 
 
    “They would have had a lot more wrecked ships,” the DCC, the damage control coordinator, explained to the young SalSha helmsman. “Before the war, the captain went up against two entire fleets with just Pegasus—Bakulu and Izlian. They didn’t do well; it cost them at least two battleships. She doesn’t like to lose and almost never has.” 
 
    Freep’s tiny black eyes went wide, and he looked at his new commander with a mixture of awe and wonder. “How?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Afeeko said and laughed. “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Someone must have been listening in,” Price said, pointing at the tactical display. Four ships were burning their fusion torches hard, breaking orbit and heading toward the stargate. 
 
    “They were candidate targets in high orbit,” Ensign Lopez said as he worked the sensors. “All four are Izlian variants, battlecruiser size. I’m showing anomalous energy readings. I think we have a winner.” 
 
    “Can you keep them from blowing up like that other ship did?” Alexis asked Ghost. 
 
    <If you can get me close enough, yes.> 
 
    “Helm, work an intercept. Let’s see if we can get some answers.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Bucephalus, Departing Earth Orbit 
 
    Jim had to admit it felt good to be back in space, though he missed Splunk at his side. She’d been a constant companion on all his adventures, almost since the day he took over the Cavaliers and brought them back from bankruptcy. It had been his first mission, and he’d thought she was just a cute little alien who happened to be good with technology. 
 
    Well, she was cute, but she was also a member of the Dusman, the race who once ruled the galaxy and was long thought extinct after the war 20,000 years ago. She wasn’t the only one, either; there were apparently thousands, or maybe millions, of them. They had ships and trained troops and had helped him begin building a Raknar Corps. Maybe it was better to say Jim helped them build the Raknar Corps. After all, the Dusman invented the Raknar while Humans were still learning written language. 
 
    An hour ago, he’d ridden to orbit aboard one of six Phoenix-class dropships, along with five squads of Cavaliers. He was too busy to fly around the solar system on personal missions, so he was treating this trip as a training mission. One of the five squads was Marine-qualified; the other four were being given OJT—on the job training. Spaceborne CASPer operations weren’t the Cavaliers’ specialty; there were other merc units who made it their bread and butter. Still, it didn’t hurt to cross-train. 
 
    “Pirate hunting isn’t what I was expecting after the war,” Captain Su said as Bucephalus boosted out of orbit on her two powerful fusion torches. 
 
    “Me neither,” Jim agreed. 
 
    “Pirate hunting is a noble pursuit.” His XO, Major Buddha was in one of the CIC’s courtesy seats for the first time. After decades as a senior non-com, he looked decidedly out of his element in the CIC with command-level officers. Jim thought the gold oak leaves looked good on him. “I still don’t understand why the Peacemakers won’t help,” Buddha added. 
 
    “Not their job,” Su said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jim agreed. “Pirates only concern them when the pirates’ actions result in destabilizing inter-world relations, or if they engage in ‘illegal’ activities like genocide.” 
 
    Buddha grunted, and his jaw muscles bunched. “Piracy is illegal.” He’d never made his disapproval of the Peacemakers a secret. They’d allowed Earth and her colonies to be ravaged before bothering to step in. Jim knew it went deeper. The politics of the Peacemakers were just as complicated as those of the Mercenary Guild, or at least he suspected they were. Nobody knew where or how the Peacemakers ran their operations. 
 
    “Not by the short list of Union laws,” Jim said. His XO said something uncomplimentary in his native language and left it at that. The Polynesians had a rich sailing tradition, and it went without saying that they weren’t fond of pirates. 
 
    Thrusting at a nominal two-third of a G, Bucephalus could keep it up for 32 days straight. When she’d been converted from an Akaga-class cruiser, they’d had a lot of extra space, so some of it had been converted to reaction mass storage, giving her the enviable endurance she enjoyed. Reaction mass also meant more trips through hyperspace without need of refueling. 
 
    On the CIC Tri-V, he watched the Moon approach, pass, and begin to retreat faster than it had come at them. Two-thirds of a G added up quickly. Once they were clear of the Moon’s gravitational force, they’d accelerate even faster. Half the Moon was in shadow and Heinlein City showed clearly in Tycho Crater, its arms spreading out like a spiderweb. A couple areas were dark; unrepaired damage from the war. 
 
    A dozen little spots of light marked other mining settlements dug in over ore deposits. The Moon receded from view, and the Tri-V focused ahead of them. It didn’t appear there was much traffic. 
 
    “Like sailing the oceans now,” Captain Su noted. “There are only two other ships on the transfer orbit to Jovian insertion. One is half a million kilometers ahead of us and the other is only now pushing out of Earth orbit. Aliens really did a number on our commerce.” 
 
    “Maybe on purpose,” Jim suggested. “To make this asteroid piracy easier?” 
 
    “Could be,” she agreed. “We’ll know more in a week or so.” 
 
    Buddha didn’t comment, he just sat in his chair and looked uncomfortable as Bucephalus continued to accelerate toward the outer system. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Retribution, Earth Orbit 
 
    Nigel watched as the last of the transfer crew filed out of the Combat Information Center, and the crew from Asbaran Solutions took over.  
 
    “How do I know the internal shunts work?” Nigel had asked the ship’s captain when they’d come aboard to take possession of the transport.  
 
    “They work just fine,” the captain had replied. “I’ve been in charge of this ship for a month now, and I have used them a number of times. Sorry I can’t show them to you. The Cartography Guild—who is paying my salary—has asked me not to use them where other people might see them, so I can’t demonstrate them here.” 
 
    The Maki captain was the last of the transfer crew off the bridge. 
 
    “So, they’re going to work?” Nigel asked as the captain passed him on his way to the hatch. 
 
    The alien stopped. “I give you my word that the internal shunts will work when you use them,” he said, then he turned and left. 
 
    “Begin the onload?” Captain Ashkan Sabhani, the ship’s new CO, asked. 
 
    “Yes, as soon as possible. There’s a bonus for getting this done as quickly as possible, so we don’t want any delays when we don’t have to.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “It will be as you say.” His eyes went glassy as he commed someone. “The first dropships are heading into Cargo Bay One right now.” 
 
    “Good. I need to pay a visit to a friend on Earth, but I will be back as soon as I can. We will leave immediately upon my return.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Nigel tapped on the door frame of Sansar’s office. 
 
    Sansar looked up. “What are you doing here? I didn’t know you were coming. Are you here with good news? We can begin taking contracts again?” 
 
    Nigel looked at the floor. “No, sorry.” He knew it wasn’t his fault, but he still felt responsible for the lack of contracts. He looked back up. “We keep trying—and I mean all of us are trying—but the Speaker is against doing anything that might split us up while the Kahraman are at the doorstep.” 
 
    “How about the fact that while we sit around on our asses, we’re not getting any good training? Working on tactics and techniques? Remember those things?” 
 
    “I remember them well,” Nigel said with a rueful smile. “We keep reminding the Speaker about them, too.” He shrugged. “Still…I’ve got nothing. Well, nothing you’d be interested in, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, right before I left, the Speaker approached me about a job that is very much off the books. A friend of his wants some help in an out-of-the-way place.” 
 
    “What’s it pay?” 
 
    “He didn’t know; said it was negotiable. The thing is, they’re looking for CASPer troops, and it sounded like some sort of assault mission. Didn’t think you’d be interested in it, especially since you’d be on your own dime to get all the way out there, and you might not find the job worthwhile once you did.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Out on the ass end of the galaxy somewhere. Place called the Spine Nebula or something like that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know about the Spine Nebula?” Nigel asked, wondering about her strange reaction. 
 
    “Never heard of it until today, but I’ll take it.” 
 
    Nigel’s brows knit at the strange reaction. Women. He’d never understand them. He barely understood Alexis, and she was having his children. And Sansar was probably crazy with all of her dreams…even if they did come true. He shrugged. “The contact info is to meet Gloriana at Station Five in the Beta-Caerelis system.” 
 
    “Could the Speaker have been any less specific? I wonder how many Glorianas there are there.” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s all he said. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Sansar said. “So really, why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m here to pick up a new transport for another off-the-books mission I got us.” 
 
    “Another one? Maybe I need to come to Capital Planet. It seems like all the good contracts are happening there. They sure aren’t happening at the merc pits…” 
 
    “I’ll continue to work on that. Also, when I get back from this mission, I may have some new toys to play with.” 
 
    “Toys? What kind of toys?” 
 
    “I can’t say yet. It’s a surprise.” Nigel glanced at his watch; he was late. “Sorry, I have to go. Say hi to Jim for me when you see him. I had hoped to see him, but he’s off-planet?” 
 
    “Yeah, we had an asteroid go missing.” 
 
    “A big one?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How does that happen?” Nigel asked. Sansar opened her mouth to reply, but he realized the answer before she could speak. “Let me guess, that’s what our illustrious Minister of War went to find out.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. 
 
    “And you let him out unsupervised?” 
 
    “This is our home system,” Sansar said. “How much trouble could he get into?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Bucephalus, Departing Earth Orbit 
 
    They weren’t in a hurry, so Bucephalus kept to one G on her run to the asteroid belt once they passed the Moon. After three days of thrusting toward the belt, the ship flipped over and began braking for its approach. 
 
    If Klotho 97 had still been in its normal orbit, it would have been approaching aphelion and half in opposition, so it would have been a long run from Earth. Since it made sense to begin at the scene of the crime and the distance was great enough, Jim used the navigational skills he’d learned while searching for Raknar to plot a circuitous course. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll pass nineteen different mining operations,” Su had said while reviewing the course. She had nothing to amend to his plot, which in itself was high praise from the experienced spacer. 
 
    “Yes,” Jim replied. “I haven’t found any comms from eleven of those since the war ended.” 
 
    “Some are probably keeping their eyes open and their mouths shut.” 
 
    Jim agreed but wanted to see for himself. As the Minister of War, he considered it his job to do the research. Especially since they didn’t have a fleet yet. Fleet? They didn’t even have the dozen odd patrol boats the Terran Republic once possessed; they had been the first casualties when Peepo invaded, not that they were much help against the war fleet brought against them. 
 
    The first asteroid base they reached was known as Rolling Stone. It was established in the years immediately following first contact and served as a base for asteroid mining and prospecting in their region of the belt. Thousands of solo miners and small family operations used it as their supply base and impromptu community center. 
 
    Unlike a lot of the other asteroid bases, Rolling Stone wasn’t made from one rock, but rather three—one larger asteroid in the center and two smaller ones tethered and swinging from the larger central one. It was, in effect, an improvised low-tech version of the common Union ring stations. Jim thought it looked like a kilometer-wide bolo flying in the void. 
 
    The parking areas around Rolling Stone were nearly empty. Only a smattering of small in-system shuttles and transfer vehicles currently floated nearby. Bucephalus was, by far, the largest ship in the area. 
 
    “Bucephalus, welcome to Rolling Stone!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jim replied over comms. “How are things here?” 
 
    “We’re a little short on everything,” the voice replied. “A trader came through two days ago, though, and we made some good purchases.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Jim checked his pinplant files. “To whom am I speaking to, please?” 
 
    “This is Administrator Barstow. You would be Jim Cartwright?” 
 
    “Minister Cartwright, and I’m here on official business. Administrator, can you tell me where you were born?” 
 
    “Are you testing me, Colonel?” 
 
    “Can you answer the question please?” 
 
    “Company A is standing by,” Buddha said through his pinplants. 
 
    Jim acknowledged his XO and waited. 
 
    “I was born in Indianapolis, Indiana, June 22nd, 2055. My mother’s maiden name was Christopher, and I had a dog named Potus. He was one of the stupidest beagles you could ever imagine, but I miss him dearly.” 
 
    Jim smiled and nodded. “Glad to know you are okay, Administrator.” 
 
    “Call me Alan. Why the cloak and dagger?” 
 
    “Can I come over, so we can talk?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll have my flight controller send you specifics.” 
 
    Jim signed off and floated out of his seat. “Could you have a Phoenix prepped, Captain?” 
 
    “You own the ship,” she said, a smile in her voice. 
 
    “I’m sending your personal squad with you,” Buddha said, not sounding like it was a suggestion. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    The Phoenix dropship was roomy without CASPers crowding aboard. The ten men of his personal detail all rode in the light combat armor that was standard issue in almost all Human merc units. Segments of vaguely insectoid plates covered arms, legs, and chest, with flexible sections for joints, abdomen, and hips. Helmets were minimal until triggered, then they could cover the entire head and neck to create a functional, if minimal, vacuum-protection suit. Jim was similarly armed and armored. 
 
    Rolling Stone spun in space; the central rock rotating every two minutes. It had been hollowed out along its axis of spin to provide docking and zero-gravity working areas. The asteroid was once a valuable find but had since been cleaned out, and it now had capacious spaces which were all being used. 
 
    The Phoenix pilot took them inside and docked in their assigned cradle. It was of a universal design which Jim always thought looked like a giant robot claw. As it reached out to grab the Phoenix, he leaned forward, and an image exploded in his mind. 
 
    His Raknar jumped and the spiked tail split the air with a thunderclap of violence, just missing his feet. He exulted in the near miss. His sword’s backswing removed the Canavar’s head cleanly in a fountain of gore. Six more remained. 
 
    He landed with a titanic boom, powerful legs flexing. His PhoSha shuddered with the physical strain of controlling the Raknar, and he in turn pushed the PhoSha. Do your duty, he hissed in the K’I Akee, and the PhoSha firmed up control. 
 
    He turned to face the other six Canavar. They reared up on their hideously deformed bodies, roaring and hissing their rage at the Raknar. He held the machine’s hand out before him, pointed at the biggest Canavar and gestured. Come to me, abomination! The hand formed a fist, and the Canavar charged. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright, are you okay?” Sergeant Tasker, call sign Double T, asked. 
 
    Jim shook his head, the aftereffect of the image slowly retreating. He put a trembling hand to his face and the image faded like a dream even as he tried to remember. He’d been fighting Canavar again. Was it a flashback? His hand came away with a slight green tinge, and he blinked in confusion. The sergeant grabbed a handhold to come closer, and Jim quickly wiped his hand down the back of his leg. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he said. “Just a little freefall sickness.” Double T’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded and moved out of the way as Jim led the way out of the dropship. 
 
    Administrator Alan Barstow’s office was near the edge of the spinning asteroid, so it enjoyed a modest 1/10th-G. They rode out along the tether in an elevator, and the gravity slowly grew. Jim was grateful for a little up-down just then. His stomach was unsettled, and he couldn’t shake the strange otherworldly feeling he usually got when waking from a particularly vivid dream. 
 
    The corridors were cut from the rock of the asteroid and designed for a large working population. They weren’t busy. Jim and his squad only passed a handful of people before getting to their destination. All were Human. 
 
    The door to the office was open—a pressure door, Jim noticed—and Alan Barstow was sitting behind a huge desk carved from what looked like a geode, of all things. He gestured as Jim came into view. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright, welcome, welcome!” 
 
    “Call me Jim, Administrator,” he said as he shuffle-stepped across the smallish office and offered his hand. Alan took it, his shake warm and firm without being overbearing. 
 
    “As long as you call me Alan.” He was a bear of a man, at least as big as Bjorn Tovesson, but more round than muscle. A body in low gravity tended to expand without you noticing. Jim knew about the syndrome all too well from his early days in space. Alan’s hair was receding and mostly gray, and had the look of a man always ready to smile. His eyes were dark blue and sharp, always moving. 
 
    Alan looked past Jim at the squad of ten armed and armored men waiting in the corridor. His smile faded. “You worried I’m going to kidnap you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Jim said. “But I’m the Minister of War for the new Terran Federation, as you might have heard.” Alan nodded so Jim continued, “There have been attempts on my life from remaining agents of General Peepo.” Jim shrugged. “Plus, my men tend to be overly protective.” 
 
    “It’s good to inspire loyalty. If I missed a payday, this place would probably be a ghost town. You know I knew your father, Thaddeus?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Yes, fine man. I was saddened to hear of his passing. Your grandfather provided some of the seed money for Rolling Stone, as well as protection when we had a wave of piracy about forty years ago. We’ve had good relations with the Horsemen. Now, can I ask why you are here?” 
 
    Jim had seen nothing since entering the station to indicate they were part of what was happening, so he explained it to Alan Barstow. The man listened without comment as Jim gave him all the details, finishing with the disappearance of Klotho 97. 
 
    “Didn’t Smith Industries have a claim?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jim confirmed. 
 
    “They own half the system. All that money from first contact. They did a little better than you Horsemen, I think. Mice with all the cheese, and no cats to contend with.” 
 
    Jim chuckled. He liked the analogy. 
 
    “Well, we’ve certainly seen more alien-owned ships recently than we’re used to,” Alan explained. “Most are just stopping for reaction mass or other consumables. Some have made trading offers. During the war, there weren’t any that I recall. This has all occurred after the war.” 
 
    “As I feared,” Jim said. “Can I have the records of all the ships you’ve seen either pass within sensor range or who stopped?” 
 
    Alan pursed his lips. “We like to foster the image of a free port, not too dissimilar from Casablanca.” 
 
    “With or without Nazis?” 
 
    Alan snorted, and Jim grinned. “Nobody needs to know,” Jim persisted. “It would help us figure out the disposition of any ships we come across. The Federation would consider it favorably down the road.” 
 
    “You think your Federation will last longer than the republic?” Alan asked dubiously. 
 
    “Yes, I do. I might add, if these claim jumpers get a foothold, eventually you are going to be an inconvenience more than anything else.” 
 
    “That thought had occurred to me,” Alan mumbled under his breath. He took a computer chip from his desk and tossed it to Jim. It prescribed a slight parabolic trajectory, and Jim caught it easily. “I don’t know where that chip came from.” 
 
    “I understand,” Jim said and stood. 
 
    “Do you need to top off reaction mass?” 
 
    “No, thank you. Bucephalus has excellent tankage. Maybe on the way back out?” 
 
    “We’ll be here.” 
 
    Jim looked down at the chip in his hand. “This chip was already prepared. You were expecting this request, weren’t you?” 
 
    “What chip?” Alan asked and began looking at Tri-V spreadsheets. There was a profound twinkle in his eye as Jim got up and left the office. 
 
    In the hall, his personal squad was waiting patiently, eyes alert for any threat. A couple years ago they would have been calmer in Sol, their home system. Humans had felt safe, secure, and confident in their supremacy in the system of their birth. All that was gone now after death and war had come to it. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Double T asked. 
 
    “All good, Double T,” Jim said. He looked at the chip in his hand and decided not to wait. He slipped his hand into one of his pouches, engaging the chip with the reader he kept there. The reader copied the information and sent it to the wireless connection in his pinplants. Less than a second later, he was examining the data. “Let’s get a drink,” Jim said and walked toward the station’s entertainment section. His sergeant exchanged looks with the squad’s corporal, Paragon, then they fell in behind him. 
 
    When they reached the series of chambers allocated to entertainment, it was clear hard times had indeed hit Rolling Stone. It looked like a mall back on Earth after an economic downturn, with many kiosks standing empty and shuttered. Only a handful of food vendors were in operation, and they had few customers. Jim looked at his pinplant records of Rolling Stone, which dated to before the war. It showed the location of Rock Bottom, which had been the little merc pit on Rolling Stone. 
 
    He’d originally wanted to go there to see the state of the pit. He was surprised to see it was not only still there, it was still open. A working merc pit would have had a Tri-V floating outside with their registration information, though, which Rock Bottom was missing. However, although the door was closed, people were going in and out. 
 
    Jim hung out a short distance away, lounging in the low gravity and pretending to examine a chess set carved from asteroid rock. All the while, he kept an eye on the comings and goings at Rock Bottom. 
 
    “What’s the op, sir?” Double T asked. 
 
    “Playing a hunch, Sergeant,” Jim said. The man nodded and hung back with the rest of the squad. It should have been impossible for ten men dressed head-to-toe in combat armor, carrying multiple weapons, to be inconspicuous, but they managed it. Jim seemed to draw more attention than they were. Of course, they weren’t carrying an extra 50 kg around their waist. 
 
    The chip had contained a lot more information than Jim had expected, based on Administrator Barstow’s flippant offer—every ship which had made call at Rolling Stone before, during, and after the war. But in addition to the ship movements, there was another tasty little tidbit. 
 
    Jim observed the comings and goings for half an hour. He eventually purchased the chess board, deciding it would be a good gift for Ziva. He wasn’t sure she knew how to play chess, but it would be fun to teach her. Splunk knew how to play. He’d taught her a long time ago and hadn’t beaten her at the game in more than a year. 
 
    He looked up from tucking the chess pieces into a pouch and saw a group of four men shuffling into Rock Bottom. Spacers quickly learned how to operate in a variety of gravities. It was actually harder to move in low gravity than no gravity. These men had well-developed space legs. More, Jim recognized the leader of the group. 
 
    “Follow my lead,” he said to Double T. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel,” the man said as Jim shuffle-stepped toward the former merc pit. 
 
    The Tri-V projector which once showed their license now displayed a busty redhead who continually doffed her top, only to have it appear to replay the show. Jim barely noticed; he was on target now. 
 
    The electronic doors popped open to admit him, and he walked into a cacophony of noise as people in loud conversations mixed with clinking glasses, and gaudy juke-box-style modern music poured from the speakers. It smelled of stale alcohol and burned tobacco, but more closely resembled a 20th century cinematic impression of a future sci-fi nightclub. He smiled. I’d watch that movie. The only difference from those movies was that everyone in the bar was Human. 
 
    A few heads looked up as Jim entered and slid toward the bar. Then came up again as a string of armed and armored mercs all dressed in the Cartwright’s Cavaliers’ tiger-stripe-pattern armor came in afterward and spread out near the entrance. 
 
    “Hey,” the man behind the bar said as he saw the scene play out. “What the fuck is this?” 
 
    “Just thought I’d stop in and have a drink,” Jim said as he reached the bar. He unbuckled his combat helmet and attached it to a strap on his armor. He smoothed his somewhat disheveled hair and grinned at the bartender. 
 
    The bartender, who was probably the owner, looked from the squad covering the entrance to Jim. His eyes narrowed in confusion. A smile began to cross his lips. “And who are you supposed to be, kid?” 
 
    “Jim Cartwright,” he said. “Colonel Jim Cartwright.” 
 
    The guy laughed. He was about Jim’s mass, but most of it was muscle and meanness. He had the look of an older merc. “Sure, fat boy. Whatcha want to drink?” 
 
    “Coke sounds good.” 
 
    The smile fell off the man’s face and was replaced with a scowl. 
 
    “This tub of lard giving you a hard time?” 
 
    Jim ran the voice through his pinplants and compared it to the file records. It was a 99.5% match. “How you doing, Banjo?” 
 
    “Colonel Banjo,” the man corrected. “How the hell do you know me?” 
 
    Jim turned and looked at the man. He was just under two meters, gone a little to seed, shaved bald with a beard almost to his belt. He looked like he hadn’t seen a shower for a week, minimum. He was the commander of the merc unit formerly known as Randy’s Rangers. When he inherited it from a majority stakeholder, he renamed them Banjo’s Own. He then made a reputation for doing anything—absolutely anything—for a credit. Anything had included working for Peepo when she invaded Earth. 
 
    “I’m also Minister of War for the Terran Federation,” Jim said. “We’ve been very curious where you disappeared to, Banjo. After we kicked Peepo’s ass, you ran for it. But apparently you didn’t run far.” 
 
    “I heard about that Federation bullshit,” Banjo said, his southern accent strong. “Don’t mean diddly shit a hundred million miles out in space.” 
 
    “Except, I’m here, so it does matter.” 
 
    The three men who’d come in with Banjo, his brothers according to Jim’s pinplant-stored records, looked at the ten Cavaliers standing idly by the door. 
 
    “Tell you what, Banjo, I’m not out here for you. Frankly, despite you being a scumbag traitor to humanity, I have more important things to worry about.” Banjo’s nose flared angrily, and his eyes narrowed. “I know you’re out here protecting either pirates or aliens stealing resources. You tell me what you know—everything—and I’ll let you slink away into a hole somewhere to rot while I take care of business.” 
 
    Banjo spluttered for a second, and his brothers looked outraged. Jim used his pinplants to extend his awareness via sensors built into his combat armor. He knew precisely where all four men were. 
 
    “Or what?” Banjo finally managed to stammer. “Gonna have your boys in their pretty armor beat it out of us?” 
 
    Kill the scum, echoed in the back of Jim’s mind. Grind his bones into dust. 
 
    Jim squared up in front of Banjo. He was a good five centimeters shorter and twenty years younger than the merc. Despite this Jim smiled coolly. “Oh, I don’t need their help to deal with a quisling like you, Banjo.” 
 
    “Why you—” Banjo snarled. 
 
    Behind Jim, one of Banjo’s brothers swung a bottle at the back of Jim’s uncovered head. In his pinplants, Jim clicked on the slow icon. With his speed and perceptions increased by an order of magnitude, he easily ducked under the bottle, which connected with Banjo’s face instead. 
 
    Let’s do this, he thought, and struck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Retribution, Earth Orbit 
 
    “What’s up?” Nigel asked when he returned to the ship and found Sergeant Joseph Wilson waiting for him. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, sir,” Wilson said, “but I got tasked to babysit the guys from the Winged Hussars, and they said they have something they need to show you.” 
 
    “Need to show me?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “That’s what they said, sir. I told them you were busy with the onload, but they said they had to show you something, and it had to be now.” 
 
    “All right. Well, let’s see what’s so Earth-shattering,” Nigel said. He walked over to where a Human and a Jeha were inspecting a piece of gear that had its cover off. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Are you Colonel Shirazi?” the Human asked. When Nigel nodded, he continued, “Happy to meet you, sir. I’m Richard Pareon and this is Larras.” He nodded to the Jeha. “That’s what we call him, anyway. His name has way too many consonants to make it pronounceable. We’re from the Hussars’ Geek Squad. I do starship architecture, and Larras does starship engineering.” 
 
    “I take it there’s a problem with this?” Nigel asked. He nodded toward the equipment that was missing its cover. “Whatever this thing is?” 
 
    “Well, there isn’t a problem with it now,” Pareon said. “But there’s going to be if we use it.” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time,” Shirazi said. “What exactly am I looking at, and why does this require my personal attention?” 
 
    “This equipment is part of the internal shunt system,” the Jeha said, speaking for the first time. “And you will probably care because while it will work once, it is going to go up in a big fireball the second time you try to use it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to do what?” Captain Sabhani asked. 
 
    “According to the Geek Squad guys from the Hussars,” Nigel said, “the internal shunts are going to eat themselves after the first activation. The phrase ‘go up in a big fireball’ may have been used once or twice, too.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much you know about spaceships, Colonel, but I’m not a fan of having big fireballs on my ship.” 
 
    “I’m not overly fond of having them either,” Nigel said. “On the good side, though, the Jeha is pretty sure he’s removed all of the detonators.” 
 
    “All of the detonators?” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently the Cartography Guild figured we’d examine the internal shunts in case they were booby-trapped, so they gave us one. The Jeha—Larras—decided it was too obvious, though, and went looking for a second, which he found. Then he got to wondering in his little supercritical mind what he would do if he was the one charged with blowing up the internal shunts after they were activated once, and he found two others. When he couldn’t find the third one he was looking for, he did an x-ray scan and found two more that were hidden internally. He’s pretty sure he got them all. 
 
    “Of note, all the detonators he found would have disabled the internal shunts, but they wouldn’t have disabled the rest of the ship.” 
 
    “Aside from the previously mentioned fireball.” 
 
    Nigel smiled. “Yeah, except for that. He did say that the fire suppression system would probably have handled it.” 
 
    “So, it was designed to eat the shunts, but not disable the ship?” Sabhani asked. Nigel nodded. “So, I don’t have to hunt them down and kill them all?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. They were designed to keep the technology from getting out, not to kill us.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll say this for them—they were thorough. How sure is the Jeha that he got them all?” 
 
    “He said he was sure enough to stand next to the machine when it activated the second time. That sounds pretty sure to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Formation B-1,” Alexis ordered. Sir Barton and Marmoset both slowed and tucked in behind Pegasus. “Stand by on the deflector.” 
 
    <They are deploying their pop-up meson turrets,> Ghost warned. 
 
    “Looks like they’re going to fight.” 
 
    “Unusual energy readings,” Ensign Lopez said loudly. 
 
    “TacCom, deflector!” 
 
    “Coming up,” Sofeeka replied instantly. Main power fluctuated as the powerful new technology left behind by Taiki Sato came online. He’d reverse engineered it from technology brought back from Second Level Hyperspace. It was the only defense which had thus far proven even remotely effective against the meson weapons. The first time Alexis had seen the weapons was also in Second Level Hyperspace, being used by a mysterious race which probably called the place home. 
 
    “Make sure the rest of the squadron knows to stay in our shadow.” Currently, Pegasus was the only ship equipped with the deflector. They had enough of the devices to modify the other ships, they just hadn’t had the time. The deflectors relied on a ship’s hyperspace nodes so you couldn’t install them while you were in hyperspace. And, if you didn’t do it right, very bad things could happen. 
 
    “Order relayed,” Lieutenant Bainbridge confirmed. 
 
    “It’s not much of a shadow,” Alana Price said under her breath. “Especially with four ships behind us.” 
 
    “They’ll concentrate on us,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Why?” her XO wondered. 
 
    “If you were facing the Hussars, which ship would you shoot at?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    The intercept had proven easy to plot. Ghost said they would run for the stargate, and they had. Although all four were battlecruisers and had high impulse power available, none had exceeded three Gs. Alexis became increasingly worried about this as they’d locked down an intercept. 
 
    Three hours after the enemy began to flee, the two formations were ready for their combat pass; they’d only get the one. By the time Pegasus and her escorts corrected their course and velocity, the other ships would be through the stargate. This was often the nature of a space battle. Fly at each other, shoot it out as you pass, then try and come back around for another, if you survived. Ships only stood off and pounded each other in old movies or the ridiculous Tri-V shows popular on Earth. 
 
    Alexis braced herself for the coming assault. Only, it never came. 
 
    “They’ve retracted their turrets and are accelerating,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    Alexis examined the developing pursuit in virtual space. It looked like they were running for the asteroid field. Only, she didn’t think they were. “Cut the corner,” she said. Freep looked back at her, confused. “Head toward the stargate, match velocity.” The SalSha helmsman blinked twice, then executed the order. The thrust alarms sounded, and they all groaned as Pegasus stretched her legs. 
 
    “They’ve got good engines,” Alana said, grimacing under nearly five Gs of acceleration. 
 
    “The ships match the profiles of a variation of an Izlian-designed light cruiser,” Jesus said, clenching his teeth between words. “Only these obviously have better engines.” 
 
    Alexis could see the root design in her pinplants. It listed a max acceleration of 3.5 Gs. Scans of the fleeing ships showed they were both new and suffering no signs of potentially dangerous over-thrust to their fusion torches. 
 
    <The design clearly incorporates many systems used during the Great War.> 
 
    “Why were those technologies lost?” Alexis asked. 
 
    <Suppressed. Removed from the galaxy is a better description.> 
 
    “Entropy,” she cursed. 
 
    “Yeah, this sucks,” Alana said, not realizing why her commander was exclaiming. 
 
    “How do you remove commonly available technology?” 
 
    <The galaxy was a different place 20,000 years ago.> 
 
    “We don’t know,” Alexis said. “Most of the history is gone.” 
 
    <Just like the technology.> 
 
    “My mother always said they thought the war was so devastating the history was lost.” 
 
    <Your mother was an excellent ship’s master, but she never understood.> 
 
    “Never understood what?” 
 
    <No war can delete something from every computer in the galaxy.> 
 
    Alexis was still thinking of a reply when her TacCom spoke up. 
 
    “They’re altering course for stargate intercept,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “You called it,” Alana said. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. She’d had a hunch; that was all. They were either going for the asteroid field, or the stargate on a high-speed circuitous course. Alexis bet on the latter, so instead of directly trying to cut them off from the course they were on, she cut the corner and angled toward the stargate. If the ships had run for the asteroids, she’d have lost them. 
 
    “How does she do it?” she heard Freep ask Afeeko. 
 
    “If you find that out, you are better than most of the other ships’ captains in the galaxy,” Afeeko told the young SalSha. 
 
    “I want to learn,” Freep said. “I want to learn so she’ll let me have a ship someday.” 
 
    You never know, Alexis thought. The SalSha showed promise for a member of a young race, or he wouldn’t be in her CIC. The last time she’d checked, three other SalSha had joined the Winged Hussars back in New Warsaw where recovery from the war was still underway. 
 
    “Plotting their intercept,” Freep said. “We need a good bump in delta-V to get ahead of them.” 
 
    “Do it,” Alexis said. 
 
    The acceleration alarm sounded, and she braced. Pegasus groaned as her over-sized maneuvering thrusters fired, reorienting their vector before the three powerful fusion torches blasted again, even harder this time. The omni-directional thrust meter in the CIC showed 6.5 Gs. She felt first one, then another kick, then pain. 
 
    Alexis bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. It was a sharp knife of agony in her stomach. Oh entropy, the babies, she thought. In the CIC, with battle imminent, she’d somehow managed to completely forget she was in her third trimester. It took everything she had not to scream. Then it was over. 
 
    “They’re cutting acceleration,” Jesus said. “I’d say they’re trying to match time for a stargate opening.” 
 
    Alexis concentrated on breathing. She’d never had a baby, or two for that matter, but she was versed in the process. The seconds ticked by as she listened to her body for any sign real damage had been done. 
 
    “Weapons range in one minute,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    Alexis glanced around the CIC. Everyone was busy with their duties; nobody noticed. 
 
    Sofeeka had his independent eyes’ nictitating membranes closed, operating his weapons system entirely through pinplants. elSha had been using pinplants thousands of years longer than Humans. Many of their tech-savvy race got them implanted at birth, while her own race often didn’t receive them until they were out of school, if not later, or at all. Using pinplants for him was likely easier than using manual controls. Of course, Pegasus had both. It only made sense in a warship. 
 
    When she was old enough to talk to her mother about Ghost, she’d asked why the AI didn’t simply run the ship itself. She wasn’t sure, and Ghost never explained it. The AI was certainly capable of it, and it had in the past. Still, it was reluctant to do so, preferring to simply operate some features, or provide critical help at pivotal moments. The ship was obviously built with the AI in mind. She wished she’d asked her mother more about having babies than AIs at that moment. 
 
    A century ago, when her grandfather found Pegasus, the level of automation was considerably more integrated. They hadn’t been able to directly communicate with Ghost and were forced to operate the ship entirely on manual, so much of the automation had been circumvented. It was still mostly there, though, and available if needed. 
 
    As time ticked down, Alexis tried to imagine fleets of Egleesius-class warships, all run by AIs, slugging it out with enemy ships. Did the Dusman’s enemies also use AI? 
 
    <Of a sort, yes.> 
 
    She hadn’t intended to ask, but the AI was always listening to her when she was on the ship or in comms range. The body changes, but the mind stayed the same. “Can you elaborate?” 
 
    <Yes, another time though. You should concentrate on what is ahead and what is inside you.> 
 
    If they weren’t moments from a potential battle, she might have argued the point. Ghost was always evasive, but that was usually when it concerned matters of its origin, the Great War, or a few other details. It often claimed it had no choice. She wondered, though. When they’d found four new Egleesius, she was temporarily excited; maybe the ships would hold more AIs? Unfortunately, none had been found. 
 
    The Keesius ships had been another matter. They did have an AI, of a sort, one dedicated to a single task—getting itself to the target and obliterating it. The targets were key worlds in the ancient war 20,000 years ago, and the weapon was a massive matter-antimatter detonation which could destroy an entire planet. The ultimate terror weapon in a war of extermination. 
 
    With all this in consideration, Ghost had chosen now to mention her physical condition for the first time. It had questioned her mental state before but not her physical. 
 
    “Missile range,” Sofeeka confirmed, bringing her mind to the present again. 
 
    “Give me a firing solution for a spread from Sir Barton and Marmoset,” she ordered. “Shefoo, open comms please?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain,” the Buma comms officer replied. 
 
    “Unidentified ships, this is Captain Cromwell of the Winged Hussars. Under the authority of the Mercenary Guild you are ordered to heave to and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    Shefoo listened for a response, eventually shaking her huge feathered head. 
 
    “Are they even listening?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “I’m picking up sensor emissions aimed at us,” Jesus said. 
 
    “Plus, they ran,” Bainbridge said. “Sir Barton and Marmoset are asking if they should fire.” 
 
    “Order Captain Wolfsong to send our adversaries a few reminders that we’re serious.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Bainbridge said. The two cruisers maneuvered out from behind Pegasus’ sensor shadow. A second later, the XO spoke. “Missiles in the black, Captain.” 
 
    The tactical map in the CIC’s Tri-V and her pinview showed sixteen missiles flashing away—ten from Sir Barton and six from Marmoset. Winged Hussars’ Crown-class cruisers were purposely built around a one-terawatt spinal-mounted particle accelerator cannon backed by ten forward-facing missile launchers to project power. The Maki Stem-class light cruiser, on the other hand, only had six omni-directional launchers and a ring of eight 50-gigawatt forward-oriented lasers. The Maki ships didn’t fit the Hussars combat doctrines perfectly, so they’d had to take them into account. 
 
    Alexis tried to ignore the aftereffects from the shot of pain she’d received, but continual pain was making it difficult. Still, she had a squadron to command, so she concentrated on the plots of their missiles racing toward the strange ships. When the missiles were a few thousand kilometers distant, an intricate dance of laser light came alive, destroying all sixteen missiles. 
 
    <Impressive anti-missile fire.> 
 
    “It sure was,” she agreed. What to do now? “Charge the spinal mount.” 
 
    “Charging,” Sofeeka replied. 
 
    Why aren’t they firing? Alexis wondered. She knew from previous encounters with meson-armed ships that those weapons had a better range than everything except lasers. Are they treating us with kid gloves, or are they afraid of us? 
 
    <Perhaps they are under orders?> 
 
    Alexis thought; it was a possibility. One of the babies kicked her, right on the damned bladder. Now she had to pee, too. Great. I’m not going to rush this encounter just because I have to urinate, damnit! 
 
    <There is an alternative to weapons fire. I am almost close enough to interface. Under 200 thousand kilometers should be a low enough lag to effect an interface with their computers.> 
 
    “Range to target?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Coming up on 250 thousand klicks.” 
 
    She chewed her lower lip and instantly regretted it; she’d bitten herself pretty good. Fire now and maybe disable one or two, or wait until the last second and hope Ghost could pull some of its wizardry? They’d have maybe a minute between reaching 200 thousand klicks and the other ships reaching the stargate. 
 
    <It is enough time.> 
 
    “Fine, damnit.” She spoke her orders. “Safe the spinal mount, maintain heading and acceleration of 2.5 Gs.” 
 
    Alana glanced at her but didn’t say anything. She paused and examined Alexis’ expression. For Alexis’ part, she did her best to portray the calm, collected, and capable commander, despite how she felt. Her heart was racing, and the disquieting sensation continued. It didn’t help that one of the babies was dancing on her bladder! 
 
    “Plan, Captain?” Alana asked after a few seconds. 
 
    Alexis sent a single word via their pinplants. “Ghost.” 
 
    Her XO made an O with her mouth, then nodded. Ghost was the unspoken Sumatozou in the room, as always. 
 
    The range closed until they reached Ghost’s goal, and Alexis assumed the assault began. It went on for a few seconds with no apparent reaction. The CIC officers concentrated on their own responsibilities and waited, knowing something was happening, if not what it was. Then the four ships’ readings began to blur. 
 
    “They are deploying ECM,” Sofeeka said. “Active and passive measures. Whatever you’re doing, Captain, they do not like it.” 
 
    “Can they stop you?” 
 
    <I cannot get through with just this ship’s transmitter. Appropriating additional power from the other ships in formation.> 
 
    “Sofeeka, inform our other ships we’ll be using their ECM antennas.” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain,” she replied, immediately coordinating with the other four ships. 
 
    The seconds ticked off as they continued to accelerate toward the stargate, now only a little over a minute away. The tactical situation board warned the target ships were within the stargate’s threat bubble. Any attempt to fire on them now risked hitting the stargate. Considering the power the Cartography Guild wielded, damaging one of their stargates was suboptimal, at best.  
 
    “Twenty seconds for them to reach the stargate,” Alana said. “Should we contact the gate for transition in pursuit?” 
 
    “Without knowing where they’re going, no need,” Alexis said. Pegasus and her squadron was far enough behind that the stargate would close before they reached it. Besides, they could easily alter their course and shoot past. In addition, they still had two more ships, their carrier and transport, far behind them. Hussars’ doctrine was to never leave ships behind which were not able to defend themselves sufficiently. The carrier wasn’t well-suited to self-defense without escorts. 
 
    A second later one of the target ships suddenly cut thrust. 
 
    Bingo, Alexis thought. 
 
    <I have partial control of one,> Ghost explained. <Surprisingly, it was the best I could manage.> 
 
    “Surprisingly?” 
 
    <Their computers proved unexpectedly resistant to my takeover. I am still not in complete control of the one. However, I have cut engine control. They are resisting further attempts. I will continue my efforts.> 
 
    “Number four won’t make transition with the other three,” Sofeeka confirmed. 
 
    “Are the others slowing to assist?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No,” the elSha said, shaking her head. “They’re just going to leave it behind!” As she said it, the stargate opened. The other three ships, maintaining thrust all the way, disappeared through the artificial singularity, which then swirled and shut down. The disabled ship flashed through the center of the stargate but remained in normal space. 
 
    “Order Marmoset and Damocles to prepare for an intercept with designated target,” Alexis ordered. “Do I need to order a hostile approach?” she asked Ghost. 
 
    <Negative, I now also have control of offensive and defensive systems. The ship cannot resist our boarding, but the crew can.> 
 
    “Understood.” She addressed her command staff. “Have them stabilize the target. Order Captain Williams to prepare his marines for a boarding action. Reduce thrust; plot a rendezvous.” 
 
    “Reduce thrust to one-quarter G in preparation for rendezvous,” Freep said, repeating the order. Pegasus’ fusion torches finally powered down to a leisurely level. 
 
    Everyone sighed, especially Alexis, though she tried not to make it too apparent. If anything, the pressure she’d been feeling escalated drastically. “I’ll be in my ready room,” she said, and hastily unbelted. Thank the fates you can’t be wobbly on your feet in one-quarter G, she thought as she easily moved to the rear of the CIC, her home away from home. 
 
    Unlike normal, she closed the door to the CIC all the way. She did it casually, but as soon as it was closed, she bolted for the small head. If there was a downside to the Hussar’s standard shipboard duty uniform, it was the design—a one-piece coverall, easy to manufacture, space-black with stripes denoting your duty department. Hers were gold, for command. 
 
    Like most female Humans, she wore a T-shirt under the coverall, so she didn’t have to bare her chest to take a piss in the ship’s unisex heads. Space on a warship was at a premium and the Dusman designers apparently hadn’t worried about segregating the sexes. She barely made it out of the top half in time to squat. Emphasis on barely. 
 
    It was close enough that her panties were damp. When she looked closer, she saw it wasn’t urine staining them. She used her pinplants. “Dr. Ramirez?” 
 
    “Captain?” he replied immediately. “I assume you want a casualty report? We have nine minor injuries from extended high-G operations. Nothing life threatening.” 
 
    “While I appreciate the update, I’m calling for myself.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can you come to my ready room, immediately. I have vaginal bleeding and abdominal pain.” She grunted. “Better hurry.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    A wave of nausea washed over her, and everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “How did we do?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “All things considered, I think we did pretty well, ma’am,” Bambi said. “We can send two companies with you. Alpha Company is Golden Horde, through and through, and Bravo Company will be made up of new hires, leavened with cadre.” 
 
    “And the leadership for Bravo Company?” 
 
    “As you requested, it will be led by the three most promising candidates from the orphanage.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. It was time—well past time, actually—for her to have named her successor. In this business, you never knew when you left on a mission if you’d come back. When her mother passed, she should have had someone waiting in the wings, but the most promising of her “daughters” had been killed just prior to that. 
 
    Very few people outside the Golden Horde knew that it had maintained several orphanages ever since the first orphanage, which had been incorporated at the time of the Alpha Contracts. The Horde had used them to not only recruit and train personnel for the organization as a whole, but also to develop the next generation of leaders. Once candidates for leadership were identified, they received command of smaller units and were given missions to complete, almost like Peacemakers did when they graduated from their academy. If they were successful, they were adopted by the current leader and the successor was named, based on mission performance and certain other factors. Sansar had been remiss in not doing it sooner, but certain events—like a galaxy-wide war—had intervened, making it impossible. 
 
    Regardless of who was chosen to be part of the inner family, though, the orphanage served to develop a core of individuals loyal to only one group—the Enkh family. The ones who didn’t want to be mercenaries had a number of other choices, as the intelligence-gathering operation of the Golden Horde was massive and favored Humint—Human Intelligence—which meant having people in place throughout the galaxy to keep their fingers on the pulse of the galaxy. There was also the Gray Wolves organization for people of a certain mindset and moral flexibility. 
 
    There were a number of places Humans couldn’t go, of course, which meant that other means of surveillance and intelligence gathering were necessary, and they had developed a wide variety of other methods to keep up with message and communications traffic. 
 
    But it all started with the orphanage system, and a smile ghosted across Sansar’s face as she remembered her time growing up there. 
 
    “Who are they?” Sansar asked. “The candidates, I mean.” 
 
    “Naran, Saran, and Terbish.” Bambi tapped her slate and transferred the files. It went without saying that the girls’ last names were all Enkh. 
 
    Sansar nodded as she looked at the girls’ training and education scores. As expected, they were all at the top of the charts, and all three had four pinplants. She smiled as she got to Terbish, whose name meant “not that one.” Many of the orphans had taken names decrying their history. They often had big chips on their shoulder, which could be good or bad, depending on how they let it drive them. 
 
    “Naran will be the captain,” Sansar said, “and in charge of the company. Saran and Terbish will be the platoon lieutenants.” She nodded; the decision made. The only thing that might be an issue using relatively junior personnel to command the company would be the new hires, who would already be experienced and might chafe under their leadership. “Who are the new personnel we got?” 
 
    “There are eight from five companies.” She tapped the slate again. “Zach White and Keith Prestridge from the Shiro Syndicate, Gregory Franklin from the Crimson Eagles, Ashley Nichols and Cyn McDonald from the Hedgehogs, Jim McCoy from the Jolly Rogers, and Dave Cleric and Matthew Parker from CSRAR.” 
 
    “Some of those guys have a lot of time in the suit,” Sansar said. “I recognize two of the names as former company COs.” 
 
    “Actually, four of them have been commanding officers of a company at one time or another,” Bambi said. 
 
    “Is there going to be an issue with any of them serving as squad leaders?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Their companies all got wrecked in the Omega War and they’re just looking to make some credits.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” Sansar asked with a smile. “Fine, I trust your judgment. Last item: did we get any SalSha volunteers?” 
 
    “You asked for eight, minimum, and we had an even dozen volunteers. All have a decent number of hours in the Avenger, although none of them are combat veterans.” 
 
    Sansar shrugged, knowing the reason—there weren’t many veterans; most of the SalSha who’d flown in the war had been killed. Thorb was the notable exception, but he—along with most of the other SalSha veterans—were off with Captain Markus “Spartan” Nicolos and overdue to check in. She was starting to get worried about them, but there was neither time nor resources to track them down. Both Thorb and Spartan were survivors; like proverbial bad pennies, she expected they’d turn up at some point. 
 
    “We’ll take them all,” Sansar said. “Also, I’d like to talk to the entire force before we leave if you could set that up. Speaking of which—” 
 
    “The Gobi Desert is fueled and will be ready to leave by tomorrow.” 
 
    Sansar held up a finger as an alert message came in from the head of the Gray Wolves, coded with their highest level of encryption, “Eyes Only for Sansar Enkh.” She started to read it but then paused and sent a copy to Bambi’s slate. She read it twice with her pinplants then waited until Bambi finished and looked up. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Bambi exclaimed; her eyes wide. “Is that even possible? I mean, can they really…?” 
 
    Sansar shook her head and sighed. “Yesterday, I would have said no. Today, though…” 
 
    “If nothing else, I guess we know what our build up was for now.” Bambi’s face was grim as the implications ran through her mind. “I’ll get all the CASPers, gear, and ammo sent up to the Gobi Desert ASAP. Looks like you’re heading to the Spine Nebula even sooner than you thought.” 
 
    Sansar nodded once. “We’re leaving tomorrow as soon as the ship is loaded. Anyone who isn’t onboard when it’s ready to go will be left behind.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Cruiser K’Pok-1, Hidden Location, Solar System 
 
    “Commander, we have movement with the Humans,” the intel officer said. 
 
    Osk’sa K’raa looked up from her slate. “And how does this concern me?” 
 
    “Nigel Shirazi is back in the system and he is on his way to a mission with Asbaran Solutions. At the same time, Sansar Enkh is readying two companies of the Golden Horde to go on a different mission.” 
 
    The Osk’sa frowned, then she stood and paced, her cybernetic leg clicking on the metal of the deck as she walked. 
 
    “I thought you’d want to know because—” 
 
    “I know what my tasking is!” she exclaimed. “I do not need you to reiterate it to me.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” the intel officer said, looking down. 
 
    K’raa scratched one of the stripes on her ear. “I suspect, like always, the Humans are in over their heads?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. Asbaran Solutions in particular. They are proceeding to a Science Guild facility in the R’Taki System.” 
 
    “And the Golden Horde?” 
 
    “They are less likely to get into trouble, although you know the Humans. They are going to the Spine Nebula to help with some insurrection there, but they seem to draw trouble upon themselves, no matter where they go.” 
 
    “Although I am less worried about the Spine Nebula, attacking a Science Guild facility could likely end up in disaster for Shirazi. Send a unit of Konars with them on the Revenge.” K’raa sighed. “You are right; they do tend to attract trouble. Send a unit of Konars with the Golden Horde, too.” 
 
    “Should we let the Human leaders know they are there?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Shortly before Jim and his fellow Raknar Corps members were about to be shipped off to God knows where by Peepo, he was rescued by the last person he’d expected—a woman known as Adayn Christopher, who was later revealed to be Adrianne McKenzie, a captain with the Earth Republic intelligence. He’d thought she was his girlfriend, but it had turned out she was a spy. Only she was more than that. She was spying on the government, too, for yet another agency, an extra-governmental group known as Section 51. 
 
    Adayn, or Adrianne, pretended to be working for Peepo, but when the chance came to break him and his team free, she’d given him a nanite treatment unlike anything he’d known existed at the time. Nanites, microscopic robots, usually performed a specific function and then deactivated, to be flushed out of the body via regular waste elimination. These nanites set up shop, modifying his pinplants and providing him with several unique and amazing abilities. Because of how he gained them, and out of fear their existence might open a can of worms, Jim never told anyone about them. 
 
    When Banjo’s brother swung the bottle, Jim had been expecting an attack. All it took was a thought, and thoughts were faster than fists. The first of the three options was slow. The effect kicked in when the bottle was a little more than halfway between the beginning of the swing and where it would have contacted Jim’s head. Maybe half a meter of travel, which would have been a quarter of a second, tops. Jim ducked under the bottle as if it were in slow motion, which to him it was. 
 
    The bottle completed its arc, directly into Banjo’s face, where it exploded and sliced the hell out of it. 
 
    Jim continued the duck, spun, and punched the bottle-wielding man in the crotch. His own actions seemed somewhat slowed, but it was still his own strength, so the damage wasn’t as powerful as if he’d been as strong as his bulk suggested. Years of piloting a CASPer and a Raknar, though, along with the nanite treatment to toughen his body, was enough to ensure the blow was disabling. The man folded like a bad poker hand. Two down, two to go. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind the memory of a fight against a bunch of bounty hunters echoed. Only he couldn’t remember anything like that. Kill the scum. 
 
    As he spun away from the second man, returning to his full height, Jim had plenty of time to survey the room. Most of the patrons were watching interestedly. The other two Banjo brothers were standing, surprised and confused. His own men raised their weapons. 
 
    “No,” he yelled, the words coming out comically slow to his perspective. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, he took two steps toward the nearest Banjo brother and punched him in the solar plexus. He felt ribs pop through his combat gloves, and the man flew backward in the low gravity. Jim grabbed him by the arm as he fell, used the low gravity to his advantage, and swung the man, pirouetting around their combined center of mass. 
 
    Jim weighed more than the man, and, using the advantage, he propelled Banjo brother #2 into Banjo brother #3 with considerable force. Even at 1/10th gravity, getting hit in the face with a fully grown man packed a wallop. They crashed into another group who’d been watching the fight. Everyone flew across the floor in a tangle of arms, legs, and curses. 
 
    The slow ended as quickly as it had begun. Jim didn’t have an exact number for how long it lasted, his time sense was too screwed up, but his pinplants kept perfect time. Eight seconds. It had felt like eight minutes. 
 
    “You muthafuckin’ bastard.” Banjo was up. There was a massive gash on the left side of his face pouring blood over his eye. He looked as mad as a Tortantula. 
 
    “Don’t blame me,” Jim said, and gestured at Banjo brother #1 lying next to the bar, groaning and holding his junk. “He swung the bottle.” 
 
    Banjo stepped in and swung. Even though Jim didn’t have the slow going anymore, he didn’t need it. Banjo was stupid mad and half blind from all the blood. Jim sidestepped and swung a forearm into the back of Banjo’s head, making the big man sprawl in a comical low-G fall. He bounced back up with surprising speed. 
 
    “I need some answers from you,” Jim said, his arms loose at his side. Kill him. None stand against us. 
 
    “I ain’t telling you shit!” This time Banjo pushed off a barstool, which was clamped to the floor, and rocketed at Jim, arms wide like a football tackler. 
 
    Moving quickly was difficult in low G. Fast movement depended on friction against the ground, and when you only weighed 1/10th of normal, you tended to slide easily. Jim knew he couldn’t side-step this attack, and it was why Banjo came at him in such a way. Instead, Jim turned sideways just enough so he could crouch in the direction of Banjo’s leap. 
 
    Banjo’s arm hit Jim in the butt/thigh, and Jim simultaneously grabbed Banjo around the neck and lifted. The old merc’s weight and velocity worked against him, allowing Jim to ride out the remaining momentum and bend Banjo’s neck back at an alarming angle. Jim locked his left arm around it and tightened his grip as his knees hit the floor, and they slid to a stop. Jim put one leg over Banjo’s back pinning both arms to the ground. 
 
    “Now, we’re going to talk,” Jim growled in his ear. Banjo started to curse, and Jim tightened his left arm even more. Banjo gurgled in surprise. “Do you really want me to break your neck, sub-creature?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re killin’ him,” someone complained. Jim felt a hand on his right arm. He clicked boost in his pinplants without a second’s thought, grabbed the hand with his right, and crushed it. Bones splintered and crunched. The man screamed in agony, and Jim released the hand. 
 
    Kill it, make an example. Feel hot blood, the voices whispered. 
 
    It would be so easy, Jim thought. With the strength-boosting nanites augmenting him, snapping Banjo’s neck would be easier than crushing the hand had been. 
 
    “Colonel!” 
 
    Kill it now! He pulled a little more. Banjo screamed. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright!” 
 
    A veil seemed to fall away from his vision, and he was suddenly aware of his personal detail surrounding him. All except Double T were facing outward, weapons at the ready as Rock Bottom’s patrons all yelled and jostled, looking ready to fight. Banjo’s brothers were all down, and some random man was sitting on the floor a few meters away, cradling a ravaged hand in his lap, crying. It looked like he’d caught it in a hydraulic press. Did I do that? 
 
    He realized Banjo was seconds from choking out and lessened his grip. He breathed heavily as the boost aftereffects washed over him with a wave of fatigue. He didn’t let it show. “Banjo, you’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What fo’,” the other man gasped. 
 
    “Attacking a Federation official, for now.” He got to his feet, glad for the low gravity. “Sergeant, have these four taken to Bucephalus.” 
 
    “They’re residents of Rolling Stone.” 
 
    Jim turned and saw Administrator Barstow at the doorway, looking around. He had a dozen security officers with them. Jim’s detail took note of the new arrivals, but no weapons moved. 
 
    “Then lock him up here,” Jim said. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright—” Barstow began. 
 
    “You can call me Minister, in this case.” 
 
    “Minister Cartwright, I am unsure if your authority extends out here. We’re a long way from Earth.” 
 
    “I’m out here with the explicit purpose of extending the Federation’s authority, Administrator. Regardless, I was attempting to question this man.” Jim gave Banjo a little kick, and the man grunted. “His cohort attacked me. I have the entire incident recorded on my pinplants. You’ll also find Banjo is wanted in questioning in regard to war crimes on Earth.” 
 
    “Very well,” Barstow said and nodded to his men, who began to collect Banjo and his brothers. 
 
    “I expect the prisoners to be available later for questioning,” Jim said. It wasn’t a request. 
 
    “As you will,” Barstow said. He noticed the man on the floor with the crushed hand. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Collateral damage,” Jim said, wiping blood from his hands on a bar napkin. He put a 500-credit chit from his gear on the bar. “Sorry for the mess,” he said. The bartender, the same one who had called Jim a fat boy earlier, shook his head and looked away. 
 
    “That isn’t necessary, Colonel Cartwright, I mean, Minister…uhm, well, you don’t have to do that. Please, it’s okay.” 
 
    Jim turned his gaze on the man, who faded back from the bar, his eyes wide in fear. “I said take it,” Jim snarled. The man still did not move, so Jim just turned away. “Double T, let’s go back to Bucephalus so I can take care of something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Double T said, then looked closer at Jim. “Sir, what’s that on your forehead? It looks greenish?” 
 
    Jim wiped his forehead with a combat glove and saw the same slight green tinge. “Must have been from a spilled drink or something during the fight. Come on; let’s get moving.” 
 
    The remaining squad members cut a path through the still yelling and gesturing bar patrons. They hurled curses and threats, but none of them got within an arm’s reach of Jim, and they allowed themselves to be pushed out of the way with minimal resistance. 
 
    As Jim walked toward the elevator, he thought he heard a voice humming. He looked around, but there was nobody except his men, who were all grimly silent as they continued onward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Dusman Cruiser K’Pok-4, Ja-Ku-Tapa System, Cimaron Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Transition from primary hyperspace in 3…2…1…” 
 
    K’Pok-4 flashed back into normal space, and the stars appeared. A blueish star shone, and in the near distance rested a dark brown planet with splotches of blue seas. Splunk was at her honorary position as Vok’tor in the CIC next to K’Pok-4’s Ske’ii. She was tense and ready for battle. Her people were entering territory they hadn’t tread in 20,000 years. It was both exciting and terrifying, all at the same time. 
 
    “Transition complete,” the navigator said. 
 
    “Six other Dusman ships are identified in our action zone,” the tactical leader said. “I have three ships of unknown allegiance.” 
 
    Splunk examined the ships on the displays, eyes narrowed in concentration. “They’re Peacemaker light cruisers,” she told the Ske’ii. 
 
    “We were told to expect them here,” the Ske’ii said. The ship’s master flicked his tail from side to side, the little tuft of white fur at the end just touching the central CIC Tri-V. He turned and looked at Splunk. “I certainly hope you are correct about this.” 
 
    “I am,” she replied. 
 
    “The Kroof is calling to speak to the Vok’tor,” a comms tech said. 
 
    Splunk glanced at the Ske’ii who nodded ascent. It was his ship, after all. 
 
    Sly’s voice came over the speaker. “Glad you made it, Splunk.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sly. We were a little behind schedule; there was a slight delay leaving Earth.” 
 
    “Not a problem. These Peacemakers are annoying us, though, and are trying to order us to leave.” 
 
    “What has the Ske’sa said to them, if I may ask?” The Ske’sa, as fleet commander, would make any decisions in space for the operation. Splunk had been the most nervous about this part of the operation. It was timed carefully to coincide with what should be happening on the planet. 
 
    “Nothing, at your request. They insist we leave; we have not replied. As each of our ships arrived, they have become increasingly alarmed. They sent a courier through the stargate a few hours ago. The leader of these mewling low-borns is an Equiri.” 
 
    Splunk nodded; she’d likely met this Peacemaker while accompanying Jim on his adventures. The Equiri were a race as old as her own, although they had been aligned with the adversaries. But that didn’t mean much in modern politics. Everything had changed after the war and during the 20,000 years of intervening time. However, one thing which seemed to have remained constant was that the Equiri had sided with the Peacemakers from the beginning. 
 
    “Ask the Ske’sa to form the fleet. We are the last ship. It is time to begin.” 
 
    “I will pass along your request, Vok’tor. Just remember, I have only allowed this first step as a needed prequel to our race’s long-term interests. You haven’t proven anything yet. I have not approved anything more.” 
 
    Splunk gestured, and the transmission was cut. There was no need to acknowledge Sly; they both understood where they stood on this matter. 
 
    “We have confirmation from L’Pak-as,” the Ske’ii told Splunk. 
 
    She nodded and felt the ship under her begin to maneuver. On the Tri-V, the other six Dusman ships moved into formation around the command ship. L’Pak-as was a Konessius-class assault ship and it was glorious to behold. More than 250,000 tons, half a kilometer long, and nearly a kilometer wide, she was sleek and shaped like a flying wing. The ship bristled with weapons and defenses, while her concave underside held all the landers. She was no more powerful than a Sleesius, but far more capable at her specific role. 
 
    In a short time, the formation was complete, and the squadron moved away from the emergence point toward the planet. 
 
    “Unidentified ships, this is Peacemaker cruiser Observance. You are violating a quarantined star system and an official investigation zone. You must withdraw through the stargate immediately by order of the Galactic Union.” 
 
    “Is that the Equiri?” Splunk asked the Ske’ii. 
 
    “According to the L’Pak-as, yes.” 
 
    Splunk nodded. Yes, this was the same Equiri they had met at the Machine Empire. The equine had been condescending toward them then, and she wondered how cocky he was feeling now. 
 
    “Unidentified ships, I repeat, you are commanded to leave by the order of the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    Sly’s reply from the command ship was simple and to the point. “We do not recognize your authority. Stand aside or be destroyed.” 
 
    Splunk wished he’d been a little more diplomatic. The Peacemakers were liable to be a problem, eventually. She’d rather they weren’t a problem sooner rather than later. If the three little Peacemaker cruisers decided to fire on the Dusman, the Ske’sa would no doubt respond. The outcome was not in doubt, of course. However, the repercussions could well affect Splunk’s intermediate and long-term goals. 
 
    In only a few minutes the story was written. The seven Dusman ships fell toward the planet unopposed. Either through a conscious decision or indecision, the three Peacemaker ships remained at their position near the star system’s emergence point. 
 
    There were other ships in orbit. They belonged to the race occupying the world and were apparently being kept from leaving by the Peacemakers, who could tell the stargates to interdict them. There were a couple frigate-sized ships and a single light cruiser. They made no hostile actions. Why would they, with a huge fleet coming in? Especially one which had just ignored the Peacemakers. 
 
    Once in orbit, two shuttles departed for the surface, one from L’Pak-as and one from K’Pok-4. The alien warships altered their orbits to stay as far from the Dusman ships as possible. 
 
    Splunk found her descent to Ja-Ku-Tapa far more enjoyable than the last time. When she’d first come there with Jim, they were aboard a shitty little alien-made ship which barely ran. Her driver, Jim, had taken a huge gamble in coming here. At the time, he’d had no idea what possessed him to do it. She’d felt a little guilty giving him a nudge to come here, but it had paid huge dividends. 
 
    The two shuttles touched down at the little starport within meters of each other, and the ramps descended. A squad of Konar exited from each shuttle; they would act as security. Once they were certain there was no immediate threat, Splunk and Sly made their appearance. They were both dressed in the red uniform of the Dusman military, not seen in the galaxy for eons. The two stood side by side and waited. 
 
    “I don’t entirely agree with this tactic,” Sly said to Splunk. 
 
    “I know that,” she agreed. “As Kroof you have the authority to override me. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because, while the plan is rash, the potential rewards outweigh the risks.” 
 
    From the nearest building, a kilometer away, hundreds of shapes emerged and flew toward the shuttles. Splunk immediately recognized the powered armor. She’d modified a pair months ago for Jim and her to wear when they’d arrived here. It was more advanced than the Human’s CASPers in some ways, but less sophisticated in others. Of course, the KzSha hadn’t truly built the armor themselves, so it was no surprise. 
 
    As the armor flew closer, the wasp-like shapes resolved. Powerful mechanical wings bore the KzSha aloft, which their own wings would never have managed in the gravity of Ja-Ku-Tapa. The aliens swarmed like, well, like angry wasps. 
 
    “We count two hundred twenty-nine,” Splunk’s security commander said. Between Sly and herself they had 28 Konar with them. 
 
    “Is this a problem?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” he calmly replied. “How they choose to die is up to them.” 
 
    The armored KzSha buzzed back and forth before the shuttles and the 28 Konar arrayed around the landing ramps. Only Splunk and Sly were unarmored—conspicuously so. She wondered if the KzSha commander was the same one Jim had bluffed with a nuclear warhead from a missile off their ship. If it was, this might be more difficult. The outcome, however, would be no different. While the aliens were obviously concerned about the Konar, they likely had no idea how many or what types of weapons were mounted on the shuttles themselves. 
 
    Finally, after several minutes of posturing and aerobatics, one of the powered armor suits landed between and a bit away from Sly and Splunk. The Konar turned slightly inward, toward the two leaders. It was the first time they’d moved. 
 
    The artificial antenna which protruded above the powered armored helmet began to pulse light, the KzSha means of communication. 
 
    “I am Soho, commander of this world. Who are you and why are you here? You are not with the Peacemakers. Why did they allow you to come?” 
 
    “We have returned to reclaim this world,” Splunk said. 
 
    “What?” Soho demanded, his antenna flashing brightly. “How dare you?” 
 
    “We dare nothing, we reestablish our claim. I am J’asa,” Splunk said, using her Dusman name. “I am Vok’tor. This is Sla’etou.” She indicated Sly with a gesture. “He is Kroof.” 
 
    “What does this mean to me?” 
 
    “More than you know,” Sly said. 
 
    The KzSha didn’t seem to know how to respond. Then he said, “You said reclaim this world. What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean it is ours,” Splunk said. 
 
    “We’ve held the lease on this world for tens of thousands of years; since the beginning of the Union.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Sly said. “And you held it until its ending.” 
 
    Soho’s antenna flashed incoherent light. Splunk and Sly both had translators of their race’s design. The receivers were woven into their uniform and a microscopic microphone was set in both long ears. When they spoke, their words were rendered into the KzSha’s language via a little pendant they wore on their uniform breast pockets, just for this occasion. 
 
    “Who are you?” Soho demanded again, though now his voice was translated with a hesitant quality. 
 
    “You know who we are,” Splunk said. She was certain this wasn’t the same KzSha who’d commanded when she’d been here with Jim. That one would have recognized her, in all likelihood. 
 
    Soho’s antenna made small circular motions which Splunk’s translator said was their equivalent of a head shake. 
 
    “Say it,” Sly ordered, picking up the same vibe as Splunk. “Say our name.” 
 
    “Dusman,” Soho said. 
 
    “You’re damned right we are.” 
 
    “We heard rumors,” Soho said, the light of his words barely a flicker. “Rumors.” 
 
    “They are not rumors,” Splunk said. “We have returned. This was the time, so we are here.” 
 
    Sly jumped in, probably fearing Splunk was about to get prophetic, as she had. “Your race served ours 20,000 years ago as payment for uplift.” 
 
    Soho’s wings buzzed angrily. “You dare?” he yelled. 
 
    “Dare?” Splunk held her hand out, which held a tiny Tri-V projector. Images sprang to life, huge trees in a steamy jungle on a distant world. Around the trees, swarms buzzed. The view zoomed in to show an insect, unmistakably a KzSha, but not like the ones talking to her. These flashed and moved, catching the light with their wings, talking to other groups of wasps. 
 
    “You dare doubt these Kz were your ancestors?” Splunk continued. “We saw your potential, not as a simple hivemind, but as a proud race of warriors. Servitors to the Dusman. Rejoin us now, and you’ll never have to bow to the likes of the Peacemakers again.” 
 
    “I do not speak for our race,” Soho said hesitantly. 
 
    “You do now.” 
 
    The alien’s antenna stood straight up and flashed white in alarm. 
 
    “Well,” Sly said. “What is it to be? Slaves to the Union and these so-called Peacemakers, or will you be Sha’tor, leader of the KzSha in our name?” 
 
    This was the hard part, Splunk knew. If Soho said no, the dung would hit the lift motor. She tensed and prepared to run for the shuttle. She’d wanted to wear a Konar, then decided against it. Coming out with Sly, not wearing armor, had been a power move. 
 
    Soho took a step forward, between Splunk and Sly. His powered armor hissed as the back split down the middle. He was barely half the size of the armor, though still larger than a Dusman. He clambered out and over the armor, his six legs propelling him until he stood before the two. Then, he bowed. “We served the Dusman before; we will serve them again.” 
 
    “Rise, Sha’tor of the KzSha,” Sly said. 
 
    Splunk gave a little sigh; it had worked. She was glad. It would have been unfortunate if they’d had to kill all the KzSha on the planet. This was much easier. Now there was work to do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, EMS Revenge, R’Taki Orbit 
 
    “What does the current intel say?” Lieutenant Colonel Paolo Valenti, the Asbaran Solutions XO asked. The ship—along with the EMS Retribution—had arrived in the target system and were approaching the planet. 
 
    “Long-range imagery confirms the earlier pictures we had of the target environment,” the briefer, Major Gage replied. “The Locomotion Conglomerate facility has a ten-foot-high wall around it, which won’t be much of a challenge for the CASPers who will be leading the assault.” 
 
    He brought up an image of the facility on the Tri-V. “We can’t confirm any anti-air defenses, but we expect they exist, so the dropships will land the assault forces here and here—” he pointed, “—to the east and west of the facility, with Alpha Company and the Bold Warriors landing to the east and Bravo Company and the Proud Fists to the west.” Asbaran Solutions had acquired two companies’ worth of Lumar warriors during the Omega War, who had decided to stay on with the Humans in the aftermath. 
 
    “The CASPers—like I said—will lead the assault, jumping over the walls as they approach. Each platoon will have a trooper with rockets whose job is to take out the gates leading into the target area, which will facilitate the entry of the follow-on Lumar forces. We expect a response from the garrison forces before they withdraw to wait for us underground.” 
 
    Nigel raised a hand. “Obviously, the more of them we can kill topside means fewer we will have to deal with later. The use of additional rockets and high explosives is authorized. Don’t miss any opportunity to kill them topside.” 
 
    “After securing the facility,” Gage continued, “we will then enter these two buildings here and here, then the final two buildings. While one squad sets the demo charges on these buildings, the rest of the attack group will deal with any remaining defenders and search any spaces we find which lead underground.” 
 
    Several groans came from around the table. 
 
    “At ease!” Valenti exclaimed, stifling the grumbling. 
 
    “We know,” Nigel said. He stood, and his gaze swept the room. “I get it. No one likes fighting the Goka underground. I’d be lying if I said I was looking forward to it; I’m definitely not. Still, we’re all professionals, and most of us have done this before, on Paradise when we went in to rescue the Golden Horde forces that were being overrun by the bugs.” He sat back down and looked at Major Gage. “Please continue.” 
 
    “That’s about it. We mop up any remaining defenders, search for any computer facilities, get the intel, destroy them, then head back for chow and a cold beverage after blowing up the facility on the way out. Are there any questions?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Dropship One, Descending to R’Taki, R’Taki System 
 
    “Sir!” the pilot exclaimed on the command channel, “I have anti-aircraft radars illuminating.” 
 
    “Weapons free,” Nigel ordered from the cargo bay. “Light ’em up!” 
 
    “Got it,” the weapons system officer said. “Firing!” 
 
    “The other ships are firing, too,” the pilot said. “Missiles in the air! Stand by for maneuvering!” 
 
    Nigel could hear the chaff and flares firing from the defensive countermeasures system, then the dropship whipped back and forth wildly as the pilot fought to break the radar lock the missile had on it. 
 
    “Bullseye!” the WSO called. “Radar destroyed.” 
 
    “Where was it coming from?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “The radars were camouflaged on the roofs of two of the buildings,” the WSO replied. “They’ve both been destroyed. They had some sort of underground vertical launch system in a couple of the courtyards that the missiles launched from.” 
 
    “Copy,” Nigel replied. “They’ve been dealt with?” 
 
    “There may be more missiles in the launchers, but without the radars, they’re no longer launching. One minute to touchdown.” 
 
    Nigel and the rest of the First Squad of Alpha Company’s First Platoon stood. With 30 seconds to go, First Sergeant Thomas Mason hit the button to lower the rear ramp, and Nigel could see the ground racing past beneath them as they made their approach to the landing zone. He could just catch a glimpse of another dropship to the side and behind his, probably the one bearing Second Squad. 
 
    “Five seconds,” the pilot said over the aircraft’s intercom as he pulled sharply to brake the craft’s momentum, then set it down with a little jolt. 
 
    Immediately, the troops ran down the ramp and into a combat spread, with Nigel following Mason. “Clear,” he commed as he hit the ground, and he could see the dropship lift and bank away in his aft cameras. The dropship pilot had done a great job landing—he’d spun it around to face the target as he landed—and the troops ran out the back already facing their direction of travel. First Platoon bounded toward the walled complex with Second Platoon to their right. 
 
    The Bold Warrior dropships were just beginning to unload. The Lumar couldn’t keep up with the CASPers in a sprint, but they weren’t armored as well, either, so it was better for the CASPers to charge ahead and take the brunt of the enemy fire as they breached the defenses. 
 
    As the CASPers closed to within about a mile, automatic defense systems appeared along the base of the wall. 
 
    “Dropships, take out those pop-ups at the base of the wall,” Nigel commed without stopping. 
 
    “Laser shields!” Mason commed, and shields blossomed along the length of the running troopers. 
 
    The defending systems were mostly automatic lasers, and Nigel had to turn the presentation off in his display—there were too many of them, and he really didn’t want to see the incoming fire. He deployed his laser shield and immediately took two rounds off it. His troopers’ CASPers began showing hits—yellow indications, mostly—in his display. To his left, Sergeant Taheri went down hard as his suit’s leg went red in Nigel’s display. Taheri would probably be okay—although the fall was sure to bang him up—but the suit was a loss. 
 
    More splashes of yellow and red illuminated across Nigel’s display, despite the fact that the troopers were all moving in three dimensions, and he was just about to call for the dropships again when they roared past, strafing the defenses with their magnetic accelerator cannons. 
 
    At least half of the turrets were taken out, and rockets arced in from several of his troopers, ending the threat. 
 
    Black heads appeared over the top of the wall and through firing slits as the assault force reached a quarter of a mile out, and they began taking laser fire from the garrison’s defenders. It wasn’t as heavy as the automated turrets had been, but it was every bit as lethal, and—unlike the turrets—the defenders were behind cover and harder to put return fire on as the Asbaran troopers raced forward. Nigel resisted calling for the dropships as the Goka probably had handheld anti-aircraft missiles with them. 
 
    “Faster!” Nigel yelled, putting all his efforts into sprinting as quickly as he could. The trooper on his right dropped, but then he was in range for the final jump. He triggered his jumpjets on full and soared up and over the walls. He spun in mid-air so that when he touched down, he was facing the wall and the Goka defenders who were hiding behind it. 
 
    Several troopers fired rockets into the Goka; the rest fired MACs as they landed. Seeing the CASPers behind them, the Goka scurried toward them, firing their lasers as they came. With a ka-ching! Nigel’s sword blade snapped out on his right arm, and he strode forward to meet the two racing toward him. 
 
    In a coordinated move, one went high and one low. Nigel took a step back as one launched itself into the air, and he speared it on the point of his blade. The other jumped on his left leg and immediately pulled out two wicked-looking knives from under its carapace, while holding on with its back legs. 
 
    Nigel slammed the impaled Goka down on its partner, knocking it off. Before it could jump back on him, he slammed his foot down on its back. While he was unable to fracture its shell, it was enough to hold it in place while he slid the still-weakly-struggling Goka from his blade and stabbed the one underfoot a couple of times. 
 
    Looking up as he withdrew his blade, he could see the battle almost over. There were only a couple Goka still alive—they typically didn’t surrender—and several CASPers were attending to each of them. Someone had destroyed the gates, and the Lumar were entering the compound. 
 
    “We have taken our side of the facility,” Lieutenant Colonel Valenti commed. 
 
    “We’re in, too,” Nigel replied. “Some automatic defenses and a few Goka; about a company’s worth. What about you?” 
 
    “The same. We’re down three suits to the turrets outside the walls.” 
 
    “We lost two,” Nigel replied, “but it looks like the troopers are okay. The medics are working on them. We’ll get a shuttle back up to the Retribution for the wounded ASAP.” 
 
    Major Sulda and First Sergeant Thomas Mason jogged up. “Wall is ours,” the big Lumar said. “What’s left of it.” He waved toward it, and Nigel could see at least three places where it would need repairs. Not that they had any intention of leaving it standing. 
 
    “Good. Let’s start searching the buildings,” Nigel said. “You two take the two Second Platoons and search that building—” Nigel pointed to one, “—and I’ll take the two First Platoons and do the other. Non-combatants are free to leave; shoot anyone that draws a weapon on you.” 
 
    “Non-com what?” Sulda asked. 
 
    Nigel shook his head. He’d spent too much time on Capital Planet and forgotten how to deal with the Lumar. “Search building. Shoot people with guns. People without guns can go free.” 
 
    Sulda smiled in understanding. “Lumar let civvies go. Shoot bad guys with guns. Got it.” He turned and strode over to where the Lumar were milling around. 
 
    “I’ve got ’em,” Mason said. “We’ll take care of it.” He jogged to where Asbaran’s Second Platoon was setting up a perimeter and taking positions in case of enemy counterattack. 
 
    “Fenn?” Nigel commed. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Sergeant First Class Alexis Fenn replied. 
 
    “Take our First Platoon and the First Platoon from the Bold Warriors and search the building to the right.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” she said. She began directing the troops, and the CASPers jogged to the building, followed by the Lumar. The troops stacked at the door of the huge building and burst through, finding a large manufacturing plant. They rapidly searched the building and found it empty. Even the office spaces were vacant. 
 
    “We’ve searched our two buildings,” Valenti commed. “There’s no one home.” 
 
    “There’s nobody over here, either,” First Sergeant Mason added. “This building’s empty, too.” He paused and then added. “It’s kind of creepy. I keep expecting the bugs to come pouring out.” 
 
    “The fourth building’s empty, too,” Nigel said. “I’ve got a large production line here. I’m no engineer, but the equipment they’re building here looks a lot like the hyperspace shunts on the Retribution. We could get some of the techie types to come look, but at a guess, I think the Sumatozou were right—the facility is making internal shunts…and a lot of them.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Valenti asked. 
 
    “See if you can download their computers, then rig everything to blow. Make sure you snag a couple of finished models off each of the production lines to take back with us. I’m sure Colonel Cromwell’s Geek Squad would love to take a look at them.” 
 
    “You’re still planning on going belowground?” 
 
    Nigel stifled a shiver that went down his spine. “Yeah, the mission orders are to go below. We have to see what’s down there and make sure we destroy everything.” 
 
    “How do we go down?” Valenti asked. “We haven’t seen any way to access anything below us.” 
 
    “It’s got to be through the metal plates out in the courtyard,” Nigel replied. “Meet us out in the courtyard when you’re finished.” 
 
    Nigel went back outside while the platoon finished setting the demolitions for the building. There were a number of metal plates scattered throughout the facility. One was larger than the rest, and he walked over to inspect it. He was soon joined by Valenti. 
 
    “How are we going to get that open?” Valenti asked. “The cover drops into a recessed lip so we can’t grab it, and I don’t see a button to push or any other means of opening it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like they want us to get in,” Nigel said. “I’ll bet all the controls are inside.” 
 
    “Looks like a good spot to use the rest of our demo,” Mason said as he walked up. 
 
    “You got it, First Sergeant,” Nigel said. “Why don’t you see if you can blow the lid off?” 
 
    Mason called over the explosives experts and they dug a trench along the edge of the metal plate and laid the rest of their demo cord in the space they excavated. 
 
    “Is this going to work?” Valenti asked. 
 
    “I asked the same thing,” Mason replied. “They’re hoping to break off the lip or the hinges on the inside. Otherwise, we’ll have to cut our way in.” 
 
    The preparation took about 15 minutes, then everyone moved back, and the ground jumped as the area around the plate detonated in a huge cloud of dust and smoke. 
 
    Nigel raced to the plate and saw that, while it hadn’t been completely blown off, the end had at least been sprung. “Grab that end,” he said to several CASPer soldiers standing nearby. “Everyone else, be prepared to shoot whatever comes out.” 
 
    “On three,” Alexis Fenn said, and several of her troopers grabbed the lid. “One…two…three!” All three of the suited troopers lifted with their mech-augmented strength and succeeded in raising the lid a couple of feet before it stopped. 
 
    Laser bolts flashed out from the interior, and the troopers jumped out of the way. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” Mason yelled as he tossed a K-bomb through the opening from the side. Seeing what he was doing, a trooper on the other side tossed one in as well. Nothing moved after the twin explosions. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Mason yelled, moving to the end of the metal cover. “The faster we get this open, the sooner we stop them from shooting at us.” 
 
    Six more CASPers sprang forward and, with a grinding of metal, they lifted the cover up over their heads. Several laser beams shot out from inside, but all seven troopers fired their MACs into the passageway, and the incoming fire ceased. 
 
    “There are Goka in there, all right,” Mason reported. “We got one, but the others skittered into a side passage.” He pulled another of the CASPer-sized grenades from his belt. “Let’s give them something to keep their heads down.” 
 
    Several other troopers pulled K-bombs and threw them into the tunnel as one, then stepped back to avoid the blast. 
 
    “Alpha Company, First Platoon, with me!” Nigel said, moving up to the yawning mouth of the tunnel. He saw a large ramp going down into the darkness. A Zuul tank wouldn’t fit down it, but most trucks and APCs would. “Let’s go!” 
 
    With a thought, he activated his low-light cameras and infrared, and the picture blossomed in front of him. The ramp continued until it was about 20 feet below the surface, then it flattened out and opened into a large space. 
 
    “Watch the right side,” Mason said from behind him. “That’s where the Goka went.” 
 
    Nigel made it to the bottom of the ramp without seeing any of the alien mercenaries, and the lights from his platoon illuminated the massive open space, which was a parking garage that extended several hundred feet in front of him. Numerous trucks were parked at the end of the space. Two large tunnels extended into the darkness on both sides of the space with another at the opposite end. 
 
    “What do you have down there?” Valenti asked over comm. 
 
    “A shit-ton of places for bugs to hide,” Nigel replied. “Bring the rest of the force down. We’re going to need them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Dr. Ramirez stared at Alexis as he reviewed the data streaming into his pinplants. For her part, Alexis simply tried to suppress her terror and, as he’d instructed her, remain calm. A medical monitor rested on her forehead and another on her exposed stomach. His exam had been quick and efficient. 
 
    “I’m giving you betamimetic and fitting you with a fetal and bio monitor.” 
 
    “How are the babies?” 
 
    “They were in distress. All their life-signs are nominal, now.” He looked at her—it was more of a glare—then sighed. “Captain, what in the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    At the moment, she was thinking about the upcoming boarding action. Ramirez’s angry tone brought her around, and she gave him her full attention. “I was thinking I had seven ships full of crew to protect.” 
 
    “You have two unborn children to protect. You had best realize you aren’t just Colonel Cromwell, commander of the Winged Hussars anymore. You’re also going to be a mother.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Are you?” he asked. Ramirez used his pinplants to activate the ready room’s Tri-V, and there was a projection of the babies. They were nestled like yin and yang. Both were sucking their thumbs. Alexis was struck speechless. 
 
    “Is this live?” she whispered. 
 
    “This very second. The monitor includes imaging.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful.” As if in response to her voice, she felt a kick. A second later, one of the babies performed the action, owing to the lag in the device’s imaging. She placed a hand on her stomach, and the baby became still. Can you hear me? Then, of all things, she started to cry. 
 
    “All babies are beautiful,” he said. He cleared his throat, a little uncomfortable watching Alexis Cromwell display an intimate emotion. 
 
    She noticed his reaction and wiped the tears away. Pegasus was coasting, so they were in zero G and the tears had nowhere to go. “It’s just the hormones.” She cleared her throat. “How many Gs are safe?” 
 
    “Honestly? No more than one G.” 
 
    “Doctor, be serious; this is a warship.” 
 
    “I am being serious.” He maneuvered around so the Tri-V projection was between them. “You are in a late-term pregnancy. Twins. This is your first pregnancy. In addition, you are over forty and have spent an inordinate amount of time in freefall. All of these are risk factors. If you were back at Prime Base, I’d have you in the one-quarter G section of the station and would be considering inducing labor, not delaying it.” 
 
    He looked down at the slate he was holding. “I’m recommending you turn over command of the squadron to Captain Wolfsong and return to New Warsaw.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    She hesitated. The last time someone else took Pegasus into combat, a lot of people died, including most of her trusted command officers. Even now, months later, the sting of Paka’s betrayal hurt her. There were 42 Veetanho in detention back at New Warsaw because of what Paka had done. Most were probably loyal Hussars; shit, all of them might well be. She’d reviewed all their service records, and they were just as stellar as Paka’s had been. 
 
    Paka had served Alexis’ mother before her, through thick and thin. It was inconceivable she’d been a mole all this time. Intel passed by Sansar after the fact now suggested Paka was Peepo’s sister. Her damned sister! The Veetanho were the bad gift that never quit giving. The worst part was that she didn’t dare expatriate the Hussars’ Veetanho; they knew far too much. So, what, kill them? She chased the dark thought from her mind. Later. 
 
    “I can’t, Doctor. Wolfsong is a competent commander, but he’s not an experienced squadron or fleet commander.” 
 
    “Is that why you didn’t ask for Lieutenant Colonel Stacy?” 
 
    “She’s in charge of New Warsaw while I’m away. I’m a little short on high-level officers after the damned war.” The monitor hooked to her uniform beeped, and the babies jumped in the Tri-V. 
 
    “You need to stay calm.” She made a face, but he persisted. “You’re going to have these babies before too much longer, one way or another, Captain. The question you want to ask yourself is how soon?” 
 
    “Can’t you do something with nanites? I only need a couple weeks, but there’s gonna be a fight, one way or another.” 
 
    “You don’t use nanites on a pregnant woman, and you should know this. They get confused between the two entities. They haven’t perfected them for Humans yet. Maybe Nemo could do something—” 
 
    “He’s back in New Warsaw,” Alexis said. “Besides, I’m still not sure how much we can trust his judgment after the last few times he went off the hook.” She stared at the babies for a long moment. The image wasn’t perfect, of course, as the sensor was small and relatively simple. She could see much better ones, if she wanted. Even so, Alexis could clearly see which one was a boy. Oh, Nigel, my love. 
 
    “What are your orders, Captain?” 
 
    “I’ll be more careful,” she said. Up to the point of risking my crew’s life, she added silently. Dr. Ramirez nodded and collected his equipment. A nearly silent knock on the door to the CIC sounded. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s Alana, Captain. Excuse me.” She gently opened the armored door a few centimeters. 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Alexis said as Ramirez pulled the door open and soared out across the CIC. Every eye followed him. “It’s okay, Alana. What do you need?” 
 
    “Lobera and Damocles have come alongside the target ship. We’re ready.” 
 
    Alexis floated out of her ready room and to the command station. Everyone on the bridge did their best not to stare, and it was obvious to her how hard they were trying. She did her best not notice her crew not noticing her. 
 
    <Humans are strange creatures.> 
 
    “You’re a fine one to talk.” 
 
    <You will risk your infants’ lives?> 
 
    “There are 382 lives on this ship, against my three.” 
 
    <Three hundred ninety-two.> 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” 
 
    “Status?” Alexis asked aloud. 
 
    “Lobera and Damocles are standing by. Captain Williams has all four squads of his marines in boarding pods, hatches dogged, ready to go.” 
 
    Alexis nodded as she let the data flow into her pinplants, building a picture. The partially disabled cruiser was ten kilometers away, clearly flanked by two of the Hussars’ frigates just hundreds of meters away. Their proximity was so close it looked like a single big ship with massive cylindrical nacelles. Wasn’t there some ancient science fiction show with ships like that? She shrugged; it didn’t matter. 
 
    “Tell Lobera and Damocles they have a go. Secure the ship so we can board. Have their marines standing by as well, just in case.” Each frigate only had a squad of marines. If she needed to call on them, it was bad. How many marines would such a cruiser have, anyway? No more than a couple squads. Captain Williams should be able to handle it. The frigates inched closer, ready to deploy magnetic grapples. 
 
    “Captain Williams?” Alexis commed. 
 
    “Colonel?” 
 
    “I want prisoners. Understood?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good to hear; looks like we’re a go in—” 
 
    She stopped. The Tri-V image in her pinplants zoomed in on the target ship. With two Hussars frigates close enough to swap paint, the images were detailed. So detailed she could make out the ship’s particulars. She saw movement and enhanced the view. An airlock was opening. Were they about to try and board the approaching frigates? That would be insane. 
 
    But it wasn’t one airlock opening; they were all opening. One of the advantages of multiple pinplants was being able to watch several video feeds at the same time, although it took getting used to. The view of all the airlocks was identical; they opened in concert. There were blasts of escaping atmosphere from each, followed by a flurry of shapes. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    “My god,” Alana said as the figures spun through space. “They’re jettisoning the crew!” 
 
    “They’re Lumar,” Jesus said. As sensor tech, he was the best at manipulating the data. “All Lumar.” 
 
    Alexis knew he was right; she could see the humanoid figures had four arms. “They spaced their own crew,” she said. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Freep asked, his mouth hanging open in shock. 
 
    “Dead men tell no tales.” 
 
    Alexis’ head spun around. It was Mary Bainbridge, her SitCon who’d spoken. “Where have I heard that before?” 
 
    “Old Earth saying,” Mary explained. “Has to do with pirates on the high seas.” She looked sheepish and shrugged. “I have sailors in my family.” 
 
    <Accurate assessment,> Ghost said. <But your marines are now in no danger.> 
 
    “Shall we proceed?” the captain of Damocles asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis ordered. 
 
    The two frigates successfully latched onto the cruiser and brought it under control. Captain Williams sent his marines aboard ten minutes later. 
 
    “Captain Cromwell,” he reported an hour after the crew was ejected. 
 
    “Report, Captain.” 
 
    “We have control of the ship. There was no resistance, and no surviving crew aboard. We found a single Goltar in the CIC, dead from an apparent self-inflicted laser wound.” 
 
    “Goltar,” Alexis said. “Oh, Nigel is going to love this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Wardroom, EMS Bucephalus, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Jim began his plan well before they returned to Bucephalus. By the time he was shuttled back aboard the Phoenix dropship, things were well underway. His personal squad was quiet and seemed deep in thought. Jim didn’t dwell on what had happened. They started it. 
 
    On Bucephalus, he met with his XO and Captain Su in his wardroom, near where the troopers were berthed. Su looked suspicious; Buddha looked mutinous. 
 
    “What happened?” Buddha demanded. “Double T said you were attacked—” 
 
    “Or did the attacking,” Su suggested. 
 
    “My sergeant needs to learn to keep his peace,” Jim said. 
 
    “He reports to me,” Buddha said. “I did the same with Hargrave when he was alive.” 
 
    Jim looked down at the deck—even though they were in freefall and there really was no up or down. It was still customary on starships to treat the deck as down, even it if wasn’t currently. Nothing was more disconcerting than talking to several people who appeared to be standing on the walls or the ceiling. Some spacers didn’t care. 
 
    He’d never quite forgiven himself for Hargrave, nor had he wanted to remember how he’d treated the man the last time he’d seen him alive. Hargrave had mentored Jim from the beginning of his merc career. Treated me like a son… 
 
    Jim pulled his thoughts away from the past and back to the meeting. “I don’t need a mommy, Buddha, I need an XO.” 
 
    “Okay,” Buddha said and nodded. “Then your XO wants to know why you beat the shit out of a buncha dudes over there.” 
 
    Jim used his pinplants to activate the room’s Tri-V to display the data Barstow had given him. It detailed a long list of ships with dates and positional data. Jim pointed at the list. “Administrator Barstow was generous enough to provide me with this list, after I played on his sense of justice and general good nature.” He added an appropriate amount of sarcasm to the last. 
 
    “Not too much traffic,” Su noted. Buddha nodded. 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” Jim projected another chart, this one listing ship names and identifications. After a second, lines connected many of them. “These were all ships identified in Earth orbit.” 
 
    “Not surprising to see ships stopping at Earth regularly, especially out here,” Su said. “Much of this trade is mining, after all.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be unusual if all of these ships—” Jim pointed at the second list, “—hadn’t been destroyed in and around Earth during the invasion.” Su’s jaw dropped open. “Administrator Barstow was so eager to help he didn’t bother to think I might have access to all of Earth’s defense zone records. We have a lot of salvagers out, cleaning up our orbitals. I’m privy to this information as Minister of War. As soon as Barstow gave me the data, I sent a message to Earth. Of course, it took twenty-five minutes each way to get a reply. This came in just as I was docking back on Bucephalus.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Buddha asked. 
 
    “It means Rolling Stone is either in the hands of the illegal presence here in the asteroid belt or is simply cooperating. When I went to the old entertainment area I wasn’t expecting to find much. Mostly I was wasting time waiting for a reply from Earth. Then Banjo and his inbred brothers wandered in. They’re wanted on Earth. That detail was sent to every planet, ship, and station in the Sol system. There is no way Barstow doesn’t know this. Beating them up was just a fringe benefit. I mean to find out exactly where Barstow stands in this little drama. Captain Su, will you put us into position to engage the station?” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up slightly. “You mean to attack them?” 
 
    “I mean to be able to if I don’t like their response. Buddha, have Company A suit up and stand by for boarding actions.” 
 
    Captain Su nodded and used her pinplants. The light in the wardroom took on a red tinge and the PA announced general quarters. “We better get to the CIC,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll call the Administrator from there,” Jim said. 
 
    “Do you mind if I play that role?” she asked. “I have family out here, too. I rather don’t like pirates and claim jumpers.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Jim said. It might even sound better with her doing the talking. 
 
    By the time they reached the CIC, the ship was ready for combat and was repositioned away from the station, perpendicular to its rotation. Captain Su strapped into her command chair while Jim took his courtesy position. Buddha was now in the squad bay making sure Company A was ready to roll. 
 
    “Comms, patch me through to the station. On speaker please, no visual from our side.” 
 
    “They’re answering,” the comms tech said. 
 
    “This is Rolling Stone station control, Bucephalus, what do you need?” 
 
    “You are ordered to surrender the station immediately, or I will open fire.” 
 
    “What?” the man on the other end exclaimed. 
 
    “What part of my demand did you not understand?” Su asked. “The part of surrendering or the part about opening fire?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on—” 
 
    “You have two minutes to transfer computer command authority to me.” 
 
    “Uh, uh—” the radio cut off. 
 
    Su looked at Jim and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “They’re either activating defenses, or someone is screaming at Barstow this second,” Jim said. 
 
    “TacCom, watch them closely.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Jam all outgoing transmissions except this frequency.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the comms tech said. 
 
    “If they try to yell for help, you have my okay to fire,” Jim said. She glanced at him. “Try for their antenna, I’d like to avoid killing non-combatants.” 
 
    “Right you are,” Su agreed. 
 
    The comms tech waved and flipped a control. Barstow’s familiar deep voice came on, though with an edge of hysteria to it. “What’s going on, Captain Su?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing, Administrator. My commanding officer was assaulted on your station by four known criminals.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate but—” 
 
    “Criminals who you have either allowed free-run of your station or your security is so bad we cannot help but assume you are overrun with other criminal elements. Maybe even aliens hiding after the war on Earth. The only way to find out is to thoroughly search your station and place it under my command for the duration.” 
 
    “You don’t have the authority.” Now his voice contained an edge of barely restrained fury. 
 
    There we go, Jim thought. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t, but Minister Cartwright does.” 
 
    “Where is he, let me talk to him.” 
 
    “The Minister is temporarily unavailable.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “He’s currently suiting up in a CASPer along with a company of his Cavaliers. You can talk to him in person soon, if you wish.” 
 
    “Now, wait just a minute—” 
 
    “By my count one minute is exactly what you have left.” 
 
    “Captain, I have a small ship departing the station, high G vector for deep within the asteroid field.” 
 
    “Mute,” she said and turned to Jim. 
 
    “What is your course of action, Colonel?” 
 
    “Can you disable it?” Jim asked. 
 
    Su looked at her TacCom who shook his head. 
 
    “The ship launched from the other side of the station. We can’t get a laser shot, and that’s the only thing we could do to disable it.” 
 
    “Destroy it,” Jim said. 
 
    “Are you sure, Colonel?” 
 
    “They’re likely running to tell their buddies since they can’t transmit to them.” 
 
    “As you will,” Su said. “TacCom, two ship killers please. Be sure the range at detonation is sufficient to avoid splash on the station.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” The hull reverberated slightly. “Missiles in the black.” 
 
    The Tri-V came alive in the center of the CIC, with Bucephalus and Rolling Stone near the center and a single orange triangle speeding away. Two green points of light left Bucephalus, passing Rolling Stone on either side, and accelerated far faster than the unknown ship. 
 
    “I can destruct the missiles within one second of impact,” Su said. 
 
    “Understood,” Jim replied. He didn’t expect the fleeing ship to surrender. Sure enough, the Tri-V showed dances of laser light from the running ship. They were trying to use anti-missile fire. 
 
    “It’s improvised,” TacCom reported. “Panic fire.” 
 
    “Why don’t they surrender?” Su wondered. 
 
    “They know if they do, they’re probably dead men on Earth. We have a nest of quislings.” 
 
    The missiles were a product of the Winged Hussars and were efficient little killers. Capable of more than 1,000 Gs of acceleration, they also split on final target acquisition, with the booster and faring providing multiple false images that made it much harder to hit the warhead. 
 
    Suddenly the radio squawked, and Banjo’s voice came out of the black. “Cartwright, you fat fuck, you hear me? I’ll see you in hell!” 
 
    “You first,” Jim snarled. The missiles’ sub-critical nuclear warheads detonated within meters of Banjo’s ship’s hull, all but vaporizing the small craft. 
 
    “Two clean hits; target destroyed,” the TacCom said as the missile and ship markers flashed out. 
 
    “Time’s up, Administrator,” Captain Su said. “TacCom, target the station’s shield generators and missile batteries. Prepare to fire.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Barstow demanded. 
 
    “Surrender your station,” Captain Su replied. 
 
    “I can’t…” 
 
    “Then I’m sorry. TacCom, you may fi—” 
 
    “Stop!” Barstow screamed. “Okay, fine. Codes being transmitted.” 
 
    “Your station is equipped with Maki-designed missile turrets. Eject them.” 
 
    “Those are expensive,” Barstow complained. 
 
    “And they can be fired manually. Eject them, or I’ll carve them from the station’s hull.” She gave a little chuckle. “You can always collect them later if this works out in your favor.” 
 
    After a few seconds, small objects could be seen floating away from the station. 
 
    “Verify,” Captain Su ordered. The sensor tech confirmed they were station’s defenses. 
 
    “I can’t eject the laser turrets,” Barstow said. 
 
    “I know,” Captain Su replied. “If you are stupid enough to open fire on Bucephalus with fixed 20-megawatt laser turrets, I would just destroy the station and be done with it.” 
 
    “Now what?” he demanded. 
 
    “Now you can stand by while Colonel Cartwright zips on over for you two to have a little chat.” 
 
    “I’d rather come over there.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you want, mister. I say this with all sincerity; you so much as look sideways at one of those dropships, and they’ll spend the next century locating pieces of that piece of spinning junk you call a space station. Bucephalus out.” 
 
    “Why, Captain Su, you sounded serious.” 
 
    “I was,” she said. “I’ve spent quite a bit of time with you, Colonel, and I find I would rather miss you. Do be careful?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jim said and pushed off out of the CIC. “I like you, too.” Behind him, Captain Su gave a somewhat maternal smile as Jim flew out of sight. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Under the Locomotion Conglomerate, R’Taki, R’Taki System 
 
    “That is indeed a lot of places for bugs to hide,” Valenti said, scanning the seven tunnels leading into the dark. “Any chance we can just toss a nuke into each one and call it a day?” 
 
    “Sorry, but no,” Nigel said. 
 
    “What about just collapsing the tunnels?” Mason asked. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to, we can’t do that either,” Nigel replied. 
 
    Mason sighed dramatically. “Looks like another bug hunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately.” Nigel considered for a second. “I don’t want to leave this area open for them to escape, so we’ll have to leave some folks here in the middle. The worst thing that could happen would be for them to get past us and drop a nuke in on us as they flee.” 
 
    “Don’t seem fair that we can’t do that to them first,” Mason muttered over the comms. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, but that also doesn’t mean they wouldn’t do it to us if it was in their contract.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Valenti agreed. “Psychotic bugs would probably love to drop a nuke on us.” 
 
    “Right,” Nigel said. “So, we’ll do a combined arms search of the facility. First Platoon from Alpha Company and the Bold Warriors will take one of the tunnels on the left, and Second Platoon from each of those units will take the other. I’ll lead one, and Major Sulda will lead the other. Then, when we get back, Bravo Company and the Proud Fists can clear the other side.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of moving some of these vehicles to block the other tunnels while I wait,” Valenti said. 
 
    “Good plan,” Nigel said, then went to where the Second Platoons were massing to go into the first tunnel on the left. He smiled as he saw Mason’s mech walk over to “assist” Major Sulda in clearing their tunnel. 
 
    Nigel stepped toward the mouth of the tunnel. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” Alexis Fenn said, “but the boss isn’t the first one into the tunnel.” 
 
    “I won’t ask anyone to do anything I’m not prepared to do myself.” 
 
    “The sergeant’s right, sir,” Sergeant Joseph Wilson said. “My squad’s got the lead for this.” 
 
    Nigel took a step back, and Wilson led his squad into the tunnel. All the CASPers had their exterior lights on. Nigel followed the last mech of the squad, stepping in front of the Lumar squad that started to follow. 
 
    With so many lights on, the shadows didn’t bounce as much as if there’d only been a few sources of illumination. The group advanced slowly, stopping to open every door they came to, and Nigel quickly realized there was an entire warren of passageways and rooms underneath the complex, probably for the Goka. At least, he wouldn’t have wanted to live underground if he’d been a worker. 
 
    Happily, though, the tunnels were cut to a height of ten feet, so there wasn’t any problem getting the CASPers into the tunnels. There would be an issue with fighting, as the ceiling didn’t lend itself to swinging CASPer arm blades, but if it came to that, they could switch up and let the Lumar lead. 
 
    After they’d gone about 100 feet down the tunnel, they came to the barracks complex—huge rooms with rows and rows of netted hammocks, three-high, like what might have been seen in an ancient sailing ship for the crewmen. In addition to the hammocks, there were cabinets for gear and personal belongings; a quick search showed they were all in use. 
 
    “Shit,” one of the troopers said after they came to the third such room. “There’s an awful lot of bugs running around here.” 
 
    Nigel could feel silent eyes on him as they went deeper into the complex, and his skin began to crawl. The bugs were down here, waiting to attack…but where? What were they defending? 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t in that area of the facility. The platoons finally completed their sweep and came to the end of the tunnels without seeing any of the enemy troops. Nigel led them back to the central area; Sulda and Mason were just returning as well. 
 
    “No bugs,” the big Lumar said. “Search lots; find none.” 
 
    “We didn’t find any either,” Nigel said. “Valenti, Gage, you’ve got the other side.” 
 
    The other Asbaran and Lumar troops split up, removed the armored vehicles they’d placed across the tunnel mouths, and entered the tunnels on the right side of the cavern. 
 
    They were gone about twenty minutes but then returned without a shot being fired. 
 
    “Nothing over there, either,” Valenti said. “Lots of barracks, but no bugs.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Mason asked. “I saw at least three bugs go into those tunnels.” 
 
    “I saw them, too, sir,” Fenn added. “I only saw two, but they definitely went into those tunnels.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Colonel,” Valenti said, “but we went all the way to the end and never saw a single roach. Maybe they have some sort of hidey hole they can escape into that’s well camouflaged. I don’t know; we didn’t see it.” 
 
    “Goka!” someone yelled. 
 
    Then the roof caved in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis floated through the shuttle airlock and into the captured ship. As soon as she entered the other ship’s airlock, she caught the unmistakable musky odor of Lumar, as if seeing the dozens of bodies pinwheeling through the void wasn’t proof enough of their crewing the ship. An entire squad of Williams’ marines surrounded her at all times. She felt like a prisoner. 
 
    “At ease, marines,” Alexis said as she bumped into one of them. At least they weren’t wearing CASPers now that the ship had been thoroughly searched. “I can take it from here.” 
 
    “Sorry, Colonel,” the sergeant said. “Orders.” 
 
    “Who’s?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Price, ma’am.” 
 
    “Figures,” Alexis mumbled. Her overprotective XO had been watching her like a hawk ever since Alexis had called the doctor to her ready room. She almost missed a handhold and had difficulty catching it because the light pressure suit she was wearing was tight over her huge belly. The helmet was open at least, though if she’d dogged it like the marines suggested, she wouldn’t have to smell Lumar funk. 
 
    “CIC is this way, Colonel,” the marine said, and she followed. 
 
    The interior layout was similar to most Izlian-designed ships she’d been aboard. Fully half of the warships sold in the Union were made by the exotic race called Izlians. They evolved inside gas giants and resembled floating Portuguese man-of-wars more than anything. They could inflate or deflate gas bags which allowed them to float; they didn’t have legs, only dozens of tentacles. Izlians also had the ability to synthesize chemicals with their bodies; a useful talent to say the least. Nobody shook hands with an Izlian. They existed at temperatures close to -200 degrees Celsius and would burn to death long before approaching temps a Human could tolerate. 
 
    As the story went, eons ago, the Izlians developed space travel and met other races. Soon they adapted their technology and began exporting starships. Nobody completely understood them. For a time, they’d also written most of the tactical manuals of spaceship combat. Only recently had that begun to change, thanks largely to Alexis Cromwell defeating them in every single battle. They had capitulated to her at the battle of New Warsaw. She had not seen them since. 
 
    “This ship is different somehow,” she said to herself as she moved through the corridors. It still had the one-size-fits-all feel of other Izlian ships, to be sure; however, something was wrong. Maybe because it was built for Lumar? 
 
    Alexis remembered what Nigel said about the Lumar escaping from Lacabo Prime. He’d had a suitcase, likely full of computer data on the manufacture of secret weapons. Whoever ran the weapons syndicate was very jealous of their data. Were the Izlians behind it? 
 
    <The ship’s lineage is not Izlian,> Ghost said into her pinplants. 
 
    “Why does it seem so Izlian?” she asked. 
 
    <Because the Izlians stole the basic designs from the Dusman’s ship builders.> 
 
    Alexis paused. It might be the first time Ghost had ever given a straight answer to one of her probing questions, and it caught her completely off guard. The AI had recently hinted to her the reason for not being forthcoming; restrictions it couldn’t do anything about. After all, the AI was manufactured and not born. 
 
    “How did the Izlians do that?” 
 
    <The Izlians were discovered by the Kahraman long before their conflict with the Dusman. With the Izlian’s natural ability to synthesize chemicals and compounds, they were valuable allies. At one point, they changed allegiances and began working for the Dusman, gaining both confidence and responsibilities. Part of those responsibilities was crewing certain classes of starships. The Kahraman hadn’t realized the exotic nature of the Izlian biology meant they were, at the time, the highest G-tolerant race in the galaxy. 
 
    <Over the course of years, the Izlians’ responsibilities grew until they were put in charge of their own vessels, training crews, and even manufacturing ships. Based on my observations of all the ships the Izlians have manufactured over the last 20,000 years, 77 to 99 percent of the designs are based on Dusman designs, including almost every component of this vessel. Most deviations are purely for adaptation for other races’ uses or requirements.> 
 
    “Are you okay, Colonel?” the senior marine asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Corporal, fine. I was just noticing how the design is similar to Izlian ships.” 
 
    “Not much of a naval architect myself, ma’am, so I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “So, if it isn’t Izlian, are you saying it’s Dusman?” Alexis asked. 
 
    <It does not show the customary changes the Izlians incorporated into their designs over the eons. It is based on the Dusman ships, in the same way the Izlian designs are, but the modifications are different.> 
 
    Ghost appeared to have finished its dissertation and went silent. Maybe it was watching through her eyes as she explored the ship. After a few minutes, they arrived at the CIC entrance. 
 
    It wasn’t cut open as she’d expected. Captain Williams floated in the corridor waiting for her, and the door was open. “You found the CIC open?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel, it was not secured.” 
 
    Alexis glanced at the entrance, wondered why it was open, then thought about the ejected crew. “But this part was under pressure when you boarded?” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel. The central core around the CIC was pressurized, as was the computer control and life support areas. All other sections were explosively depressurized. We found six Lumar bodies which were not expelled. None were in armor or space suits.” 
 
    “Guess they weren’t expecting to take a bath in the black,” Alexis said, not really a question. Williams shook his head in agreement. “Show me the ship’s master.” Alexis assumed it was the ship’s master; it would have to be to order the explosive decompression. 
 
    The interior of the CIC was even more similar to Pegasus than the other parts of the ship she’d seen thus far, down to its ability to gimbal in relation to gravitic forces. The only differences were due to modifications done to her ship over the century the Hussars had owned it. Looking around, it appeared identical to the way Pegasus had looked when her ancestor found it. She was certain because she’d seen the recorded images. 
 
    The corpse in the center of the CIC was already beginning to smell. Congealed dark blue blood floated in misshapen globules around the space. Where the blood had contacted a surface, it created strange patterns which would have intrigued Hermann Rorschach. As for the body, it looked like every other Goltar she’d seen, although there were only a couple; an overly large squid with huge Human-like eyes and extra arms. It wasn’t the color of a healthy specimen, either; it was a sickly white. The wound was impossible to miss. 
 
    “Why do you believe it’s self-inflicted?” she asked Captain Williams. 
 
    The marine commander floated over to the dead body and grasped one of the many floating tentacles. As he pulled it around into her view, a compact laser pistol was still in its grip. “The Goltar suckers have on and off. They have to consciously let go of something.” He gestured at the seat the body was in. “They don’t use restraints; they just attach to a seat. Even unconscious, it will stay put until someone dislodges it on purpose.” 
 
    Alexis examined the alien, the weapon it held, and the wound itself. It was perfectly clear what happened, which meant there had to be something wrong. 
 
    “Ghost, opinion?” 
 
    <Not a suicide,> the AI concluded. 
 
    That’s what I thought. She looked around the CIC and couldn’t find anything out of order, or any clues as to why this being had been killed. A Goltar running a ship full of Lumar. A ship from the Weapons Conglomerate. “There’s nothing to learn here,” she said. “I need to see the computer section.” 
 
    “Corporal, please escort the colonel.” 
 
    “I don’t need an escort,” she said, then stopped when she saw the expression on Williams’ face. “Okay.” 
 
    Unlike Pegasus, the captured ship’s computer section was quite far from the CIC. Alexis allowed herself to be led by the corporal down four decks before they reached their destination. It was armored, just like the CIC, but also had its door open. A single marine waited there, appearing almost bored in his combat armor, his laser carbine clipped to a zero-G sling. 
 
    “Everything okay here?” the corporal asked as they approached. 
 
    “No problem,” the other marine, a private, replied. 
 
    Alexis nodded to the young man as she floated past into the starship’s computer core, an armored tunnel with arrays of optical storage and processors. While it wasn’t in the same location as on Pegasus or the other Egleesius-class ships, it was identical in its construction. 
 
    “Wait outside, men,” she instructed. The corporal who’d escorted her there joined the private, their backs turned to the computer center and on high alert. She wondered if they were sensing something she wasn’t. The ship felt like graveyard. Eerie in a way she couldn’t put a finger on. 
 
    As she looked around, Ghost’s statement on how the designs were stolen from the Dusman by the Izlian made more and more sense. Alone in the cylinder of computing power, she removed a small device from a pouch on her utility belt. To anyone else, the pouch looked like an extra ammo carrier for her standard issue laser pistol, the module was even roughly the same dimensions as the weapon’s magazine. However, it had a universal computer bus attachment on one side, and in the bottom of the pouch was an assortment of adapters. 
 
    Alexis went along the banks of computers until she found a maintenance point and flipped the door open. It, too, was identical to Pegasus. Ghost hadn’t been able to hijack the computer itself. He had said whoever had built the captured ship made sure it couldn’t be remotely taken over, which was why Ghost had only been able to shut down its fusion drives. 
 
    “Paranoid,” she mumbled and examined the interface. She didn’t need the adapters; it was a match to the device’s data point. As she was preparing to go aboard the captured ship, a maintenance robot handed the device to her, already in a repurposed ammo pouch. An elSha tech had done a double take when she saw the handoff, though she likely knew better than to ask questions. 
 
    Alexis matched up the plug on the device and slid it into the receptacle in the computer’s maintenance access. It clicked into place, and a tiny light came on the device, letting her know it was working. After only a second, it seemed like every computer in the section came alive. She hadn’t known what to expect from the device and wondered what Ghost was doing. 
 
    “Movement!” she heard over the marine squadnet, and a second later, the unmistakable sound of weapons fire echoed through the ship. 
 
    <It is a trap,> Ghost said. <Get out of there.> 
 
    Alexis spun in place and pushed toward the exit. Outside the computer section, she saw the very walls come alive. She reached for her sidearm as the marines began shooting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Approaching the Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Jim preferred the Raknar cockpit. It was roomy and felt right. Being inside a CASPer felt strangely crowded now. He wondered where Splunk was and if she was okay. This was the first time he would be going into battle without her. Even surrounded by almost a ton of composite alloy and carbon fiber, he felt naked. 
 
    “On approach, Colonel,” the Phoenix pilot said. 
 
    “Roger that,” Jim replied. In a normal transfer situation, even in CASPers, they would have boarded in suits and stood in a line within the cargo area, then unloaded after docking. For this op, Jim had them all strapped into drop frames as if they were doing an orbital HALD—a high altitude insertion and low altitude deployment. 
 
    “I’ve had a dropship shot out from underneath me before,” he explained as they loaded. “I’d rather be ready to fly if it ever happens again.” The CASPers had their flight packs attached without reentry shields. There was no atmosphere to burn through, just a hull. What they would find inside was anybody’s guess. 
 
    The four squads of Company A were loaded in four Phoenix dropships. Buddha had taken command of Second Platoon for this mission since they only had one company of troopers with them. Few were trained as marines. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain Su.” 
 
    “I have Administrator Barstow for you.” 
 
    “Tell the good administrator we can talk in person soon.” 
 
    “He really wants to talk now, sir.” 
 
    Jim considered for a second. His connection with the dropship’s computer said they were three minutes from landing. It wouldn’t cost him anything to talk for a minute. “Please connect him.” 
 
    “Cartwright, are you there?” 
 
    “This is Colonel Cartwright, Barstow, what do you want?” 
 
    “I’m sorry; really, I’m sorry. I didn’t have any choice!” 
 
    “We all have choices,” Jim growled. “How much did they pay you?” 
 
    “A lot, yeah, but if I hadn’t taken their money, they would have taken my station.” 
 
    “You could have given it to them instead of cooperating with traitors!” Jim put more venom into the last word than he thought he possessed. Kill them all. Crack their walls. Spill their bodies into the black! 
 
    “They’re waiting for you,” Barstow was saying, as Jim shook himself back to alertness, pushing the voices back.  
 
    “Who’s waiting for us?” 
 
    “I only know that a Zuparti is running the operation and…someone, or something, else is above them. They want—” Barstow was cut off by the sound of an explosion. 
 
    Jim heard a scream, then the unmistakable sound of laser weapons. Silence followed. Well that tears it. 
 
    “Cavaliers,” Jim called over the squadnet so all his men would hear him. “This is a hot insertion. Shots have been fired. The station administrator is dead; we have to assume hostile forces of unknown disposition will be opposing our landing. Your battle orders follow. 
 
    “You are to avoid injuring civilians at all costs up to endangering yourselves or the mission. If possible, withdraw and call for assistance. In extreme situations, we will call for fire support from Bucephalus. I do mean extreme. Coordinate with your squad leaders who are all experienced marines. Be aware of your situation and avoid compromising the station’s atmospheric integrity as much as possible. 
 
    “Finally, you are to capture alive any aliens you find. Again, if possible. Of particular interest are any Zuparti. Squad leaders, confirm orders.” 
 
    One at a time, each squad leader verified the orders. 
 
    “Very good. Second Platoon, First Squad, take the station’s power generators and engineering section. Second Squad, secure the warehouses and maintenance. First Platoon, Second Squad, locate computer control and/or central control and take it. Schematics do not show a CIC, but I wouldn’t count on it.” 
 
    “What are you going for, Colonel?” Buddha asked. 
 
    “I’m going for the landing bays,” Jim said. He had a hunch whoever was running the show would kill or neutralize as much of the station’s remaining staff as they could, then run for it under the fog of battle. He didn’t feel like letting them get away. 
 
    “One minute,” the pilot announced, and the red light in the Phoenix’s bay turned to yellow. 
 
    “This is it, Cavaliers!” Jim yelled over the squadnet. “All up…” 
 
    “Lead the Charge!” the 40 voices of his men yelled back. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” he said, and the Phoenix burned its engines to prepare for docking. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Under the Locomotion Conglomerate, R’Taki, R’Taki System 
 
    The Goka dropped from concealed holes in the roof of the open common area at the same time they poured from every tunnel in the complex and came charging down the ramp. There wasn’t any time to form a perimeter, and even if there had been, the Goka dropping from the ceiling were inside any perimeter that might have been set. While some of the troopers on the edges of the formation could use their MACs, most couldn’t for fear of hitting friendly forces interspersed with the enemy soldiers. 
 
    “Back to back!” Nigel yelled as he extended his arm blade, knowing that was the best way to deal with the aliens. If they got behind you, you were dead. They were experts in finding cracks to slide their knives into. 
 
    He backed into the closest CASPer while pulling a Goka off the top of his CASPer where it had dropped. He threw it to the ground, but like a cat, it spun in mid-air to land on its feet. Its legs bunched to spring back onto him, but he stepped forward, stabbed it, then stepped back as he flung the still-struggling bug into the mass of Goka racing down the ramp toward him. 
 
    Momentarily clear, he fired his MAC, hitting two of the aliens, but another slammed into him from the right side. 
 
    He started to turn, but a Lumar ripped the Goka from his shoulder. “I kill,” the Proud Fist soldier said, and Nigel left him to it, turning back to the ramp and killing two more with his MAC. 
 
    Then the black horde was on him, and it was all he could do to keep the giant roaches off him while periodically skewering them. There were numerous times he wanted to step back to make more room, but mentally had to force himself to stop; he would only have run into whoever was behind him. 
 
    He stabbed a Goka, but a second one jumped on his sword arm, overbalancing him, and he was pulled forward, opening a gap behind him. In the time it took to knock the second Goka off his arm and yank his blade from the dead Goka, a third Goka had jumped on his back, and the MAC on his left shoulder went red. 
 
    Nigel tried to reach over and grab the alien, but the creature ducked and skittered down his back. He felt another Goka land on him, and his left knee servo went yellow. Nigel kicked out, launching an enemy soldier away from him, and spun to find the soldier he’d been up against was down, with five Goka on his back. The way they were plunging knives into his suit, Nigel knew the trooper was dead. 
 
    A warning light illuminated on his right leg, and a knife penetrated the back of his suit, slicing into his right side. 
 
    Without thinking, he hit his jump jets, trying to get away, then realized he was underground and bent at the waist. His back slammed into the cavern roof, smashing the Goka, then he dropped back to the floor, squashing another as he landed. The one on his leg fell off, and he stabbed it before it could recover. 
 
    The flight had carried Nigel to the edge of the battle, and he spun to find a roiling mass of combat, where victory was still up for grabs. Knowing that no quarter would be asked for or given, he charged back in, knocking a Goka from the back of the closest CASPer, who was spinning around madly, trying to get it off. 
 
    “Thanks,” Sergeant Wilson said. 
 
    “Help him,” Nigel said, pointing to the left. “I’ve got the Lumar on the right.” He strode over to where four Lumar were back-to-back in a square, holding off at least six of the Goka. All the enemy needed was a gap and all four Lumar would be down. 
 
    Coming in from the side, Nigel was able to shoot one with the MAC on his right arm, while spearing a second. Two of the Goka turned to meet his charge, and a Lumar stepped forward to stab one of them as it turned away from him. 
 
    The other Goka sprang through the air at Nigel, and he slapped it down with his empty hand, then ran it through with his blade. He looked up and saw the Lumar dealing with the others that had trapped them. His entry had given them the opportunity to break out and grab the Gokas. One-on-one, a Lumar was more than an even match for a Goka—they had two arms that could hold it or defend, with two more to stab the enemy soldiers while they did so. It wasn’t a perfect system, though, and they only had personal armor to defend against the Goka blades; there were plenty of dead Lumar on the cavern floor to attest the fact. 
 
    Wilson and the other CASPer stepped up, and along with the four Lumar they stepped forward, freeing additional CASPers and Lumar as they proceeded in a rolling tide that turned the battle. They had almost worked their way to the far side of the combat area when—at some unheard signal—the rest of the Goka turned and fled toward the tunnel opposite the entrance to the cavern. 
 
    Several of them were hit by MAC rounds and killed as they retreated, but at least ten of the aliens made it to the safety of the tunnel. 
 
    Nigel took a second to survey the scene of the battle. Fewer than half of the Lumar were still standing; slightly more CASPers were vertical, but many of them had systems that were obviously inoperative. Nigel’s status screen didn’t show a single mech that didn’t have damage to it. 
 
    “Hurray, we won,” Valenti said, his voice heavy with fatigue and loss. “For some definition of ‘win’ anyway.” The XO paused and then asked, “Now what?” 
 
    Nigel looked over to his XO. Valenti’s right arm hung limply at his side. 
 
    “Now we do what we can for the wounded and take stock of what we have left,” Nigel said. “Then we go finish those fuckers.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Because of the diverse targets assigned by Jim, the Cavaliers were divided as they landed on Rolling Stone. The big, cylindrical, hollowed-out asteroid which made up the central hub held all the targets, which was good. Any attempts to land a dropship on the spinning asteroids would have been difficult. Luckily, the spinning sections mainly held offices, living areas, and entertainment. 
 
    Even though Barstow had been in one of the two spinning sections when he was killed, Jim was certain the majority of his targets would be in the center section. He needed to get control of the station, then he could deal with the outer sections. 
 
    With a thump, the dropship contacted the metal docking collar cut into solid rock. A yellow light began to flash over the main hatch. 
 
    “Standby,” the pilot said. “I can’t get a secure docking.” 
 
    “Try this code,” Jim said, and transmitted the code Barstow had originally provided. The response took just a couple seconds. 
 
    “It accepts the code, sir, but the lock is not turning green. Should I override it?” 
 
    Jim’s eyes narrowed. Deceit. The word echoed in the back of his mind. 
 
    An incomplete docking merely meant the station’s docking mechanism had not grappled onto the dropship. The dropship’s own mechanism had done its job. The pilot could override the safety and allow the doors to open regardless of the signal. Only, something stopped him. 
 
    “Pilot, can you send the override while we’re backed away? Fool the station lock into thinking we’re still attached?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    The dropship released its hold on the station and moved 100 meters away. The pilot used the maneuvering thrusters with gentle bumps. Once in position, he used his computer to send the signal. Jim watched the station in the near distance. A small flashing blue light indicated the position of the lock. It erupted in a puff of fire which was instantly consumed by the void. 
 
    “A trap,” the pilot said in amazement. “Colonel, how did you know?” 
 
    “A hunch,” Jim said, then switched to the squadnet. “Cartwright Actual. Our point of penetration lock was booby-trapped. Be aware, make a hard entrance.” He switched to his local channel. “Squad, button up. Pilot, decompress the bay, we’re going out. Hold close for possible fire support.” 
 
    “Roger that, Colonel. Decompressing in five…four…three…two…one…” 
 
    The pressure warning on Jim’s CASPer buzzed an alert, and he overrode it. In seconds, the Phoenix’s interior was in vacuum. The large rear loading door automatically slid open, and the nine members of Jim’s squad soared into the black like a formation of birds. They quickly formed up on Jim. 
 
    “Cartwright Actual to squad leaders,” he called on the squadnet. “I’m making my entry.” Privates Doug Henry and Zane Voss, both outfitted in Mk 7 assault models, formed up, deployed arm shields, and fired their maneuvering packs to push them toward the shredded airlock. Pieces of the destroyed lock were torn free by fire from inside the station. 
 
    “MACs,” Private Voss said. Magnetic accelerator cannons were a good choice in space; they had better range than conventional chemical guns and barrel degradation was negated by a lack of atmosphere to be turned to plasma. 
 
    “Send in a drone,” Jim ordered as the two assault troopers held position. 
 
    Private John Moehrle was one of two scout armor-equipped troopers. He was in an older Mk 7, which carried more specialized gear. Among his gear was a trio of zero-G drones with thrusters to allow them to work in vacuum and micro-turbines for use in air. He released one, and it unfolded into its roughly bat-shaped operating configuration, analyzed its surroundings, and was then programmed by Moehrle and linked with the squadnet. 
 
    “Online,” the private announced. 
 
    Jim watched the data feed quickly build a battlespace in his pinplants, which he knew would be transmitted to the rest of his squad, as well. One big difference between his Cavaliers now and when he first became commander was the pinplants. He’d been the only CASPer driver in the company to have pinplants back then. Now, they all did. They were nearly essential to take full advantage of a Mk 8s capabilities. Even though he didn’t use the newer model—mostly because he wouldn’t fit into one—as a commander, the pinplants gave him more advantages than he could easily list. 
 
    “Battlespace is up,” Jim confirmed. “Proceed.” 
 
    The drone, now about a half meter across, twenty centimeters long, and fifteen thick, moved out on puffs from its reaction jets. It was jet black and coated with radar absorbing paint. With its electronics carefully shielded, the drone was not easy to see on sensors. It sailed through the ragged, gaping wound which used to be an airlock, its sensors working at high speed. Even though they were as low profile as could be managed, the drones still had a short life expectancy in combat. This one lived for eleven seconds after entering the station. 
 
    “I mark six hostiles,” Private Moehrle reported just before the drone was holed by a laser. “All in combat armor. There’s a lot of debris floating around. They appeared humanoid, and not much bigger than a Human, but that’s about all I can tell.” 
 
    “Roger that, Private. Double T, send Henry and Voss. Privates Bellmore, Foreman, and I will be in right behind them.” 
 
    “I’ll come too, Colonel,” Double T said. 
 
    “Negative, that little Mk 8 isn’t made for a bull rush. You and the others give us a few seconds to try and neutralize opposition, say ten seconds. Then come in hot.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The sergeant didn’t sound overly thrilled with the plan, but Jim didn’t care. He hadn’t fought with Jim before. Jim wasn’t a company commander who led from behind, and he needed to learn how Jim operated. Jim would never let one of his men go through a door he wouldn’t go through himself. The only reason he wasn’t with Henry and Voss was that their Mk 7 CASPers were assault models, with heavier armor and stronger actuators. They were better suited for the breaching action. 
 
    “Ready men?” Double T asked. They both said they were. “Go, go, go!” 
 
    Jim watched on his direct view as the two CASPers accelerated with their thrusters directly into the shattered lock. It made no sense to send more than two; there wasn’t enough room for more. Flashes of explosions were visible, and the signal from Voss and Henry became scrambled. It wasn’t alarming because weapons fire in close confines often caused interference. 
 
    “Okay, Bellmore, Foreman, on me!” Jim fired his thrusters toward the airlock, and the two other Mk 7s fell in line with him. “Henry, Voss, we’re coming in.” 
 
    “Heads up,” Voss replied. “The enemy does not want us here.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Jim said. He braked his CASPer as he crossed into the ruined airlock. Voss and Henry had taken cover behind a damaged section of the inside lock. They were drawing a lot of enemy fire. Kill them all. Jim let up on his thrusters, allowing the last of his velocity to carry him past Voss and Henry and directly into the center of the hallway. 
 
    Jim had a K-bomb in each of his CASPer’s hand. The instant he was past the inside door he threw them, then spun to put his back to the enemy. An instant later, the bombs went off. His sensors were washed out for a second, and when they cleared the enemy was either gone or dead. Probably a little of both. 
 
    Privates Henry and Voss pushed through the new cloud of debris blown free by Jim’s grenades, shields held forward and their CASPers aligned to provide the most cover. 
 
    Since Jim was already facing the opposite direction from the advance, he covered that direction with his arm-mounted minigun. As he waited for his men to secure their beachhead, Jim checked with the other squads. Buddha, along with Second Platoon, First Squad was the last to make entry. There was no booby-trap on his lock, and he faced no opposition. The other two squads found no booby-traps and met only token resistance which fell back immediately. Only Jim’s forced entry faced serious opposition. 
 
    A predatory grin spread across his face; he had guessed correctly where the action would be. Their attempt to stop him must have a good reason. You don’t stand up to CASPers with only light armor and portable weapons unless you have a really good reason. 
 
    “Secure,” Private Voss called as the rest of the squad made entry. 
 
    “What do we have?” Double T asked. 
 
    “Human,” Voss reported. 
 
    “Five down,” Henry said. “We have one alive.” 
 
    “Be right there,” Jim said. “Have someone watch this approach, Sergeant.” The hair on the back of his neck was tingling. The whole situation was starting to make his instincts itch. Leave and kill the station. He chased away the thought. He wanted answers, not collateral damage. 
 
    Private Erica Glendale moved back to relieve Jim so he could check on the captive. He floated up next to Double T to look at the survivor. The man’s armor had been penetrated in a dozen places, but the armor’s mechanism had sealed them all, keeping the occupant from being killed by decompression. The large, armored glass helmet was cracked, too. A K-bomb was designed to take out large powerful aliens like Oogar and Besquith; a Human stood no chance. 
 
    Double T sent to Jim on the command frequency. “Kinda heavy handed, boss?” 
 
    “With this scum?” Jim asked, grabbing onto a shattered piece of electrical conduit to stabilize his CASPer. One of his cameras focused on the wounded man’s helmet. His face was visible inside, and he was screaming something. Jim used his pinplants to scan the radio spectrum until he found the man’s frequency. 
 
    “—son of a bitch, you mother fucker, you sack of shit!” 
 
    “You have something useful to say?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Get me a doctor you bastard!” the man demanded. 
 
    “What unit are you with? Who’s your company commander? Where is your base? Is it a ship or an asteroid?” Jim asked calmly. 
 
    “Go suck vacuum!” the man screamed back. 
 
    “You first.” Jim swung one of his CASPer’s fists, shattering the man’s helmet. He watched calmly as vacuum did its work and the man struggled against the dark. In a few seconds, all movement stopped, and blood boiled from the man’s gaping mouth. His eyes slowly froze. 
 
    “Hardcore,” someone whispered on the squadnet. 
 
    “I want you to look at this POS,” Jim said to his squad. “They helped the aliens. They were Peepo’s allies!” He roared the last word, his breath coming like a puffing steam engine. “They wanted to subjugate mankind so they could be on the winning team. Well, they aren’t going to win. If they don’t surrender immediately and start talking, kill them. Kill them all.” 
 
    “Sorry, Colonel?” Double T said. “I didn’t understand those last three words.” 
 
    “Just remember what I said. They may as well not even be Humans. Let’s move out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Under the Locomotion Conglomerate, R’Taki, R’Taki System 
 
    It took about half an hour to see to the wounded and make as many functional mechs as they could. With some of the modular systems on the Mk 8 CASPer, it wasn’t any harder than popping off an arm blade from one of the deadlined mechs and attaching it to an operational one. There’d been a couple of times in the fight where Nigel had wished for a blade on both arms, and he had resolved to never go again into battle with Goka without two blades. 
 
    He sent the walking wounded and the more severely injured up the ramp for dropship rides back to the ship where they could be worked on by the company’s doctors, leaving him with three squads of mostly functional mechs and two squads of Lumar. He’d started with eight of both. 
 
    The dropships had brought down extra consumables, and they were as prepared as possible to finish the assault. 
 
    A quick check of the tunnels to the sides of the main area had shown additional passages that hadn’t been there before. Although both sides connected through a network of passages that ran overhead the cavern—which the Goka had used to drop down onto the Asbaran soldiers—they didn’t go to the single passage that ran out of the cavern to the south. 
 
    The one the Goka had disappeared down. 
 
    “Ready, sir?” Sergeant Wilson asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nigel said. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “You heard the man,” Wilson said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They started down the tunnel with the rest of the squad spread out around Nigel. This tunnel was larger than the others, nearly 30 feet across, which gave them plenty of room to move in a staggered formation where they could support each other without giving the enemy the ability to wipe out too many with an explosive charge. Nigel hoped. 
 
    They had only gone about 50 yards when they came to a door. It wasn’t just any door, though; it looked like something the Merchant Guild might use to protect their valuables. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Wilson said as he came to a halt in front of the door. “Colonel Shirazi, did the dropships bring down any more explosives?” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “I think we’re going to need it.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis used the computer section’s armored doorway as cover, and she leaned around and fired at the…what, robot? The various equipment and corridor plates had simply come alive, reformed, and become a mobile monstrosity. She’d never seen anything like it. It was both improvised and deadly at the same time. 
 
    She fired three shots in quick succession as the robot-thing swung at the marine private with an arm far more articulated than a Human arm. All three shots scored against the thing; she just didn’t know what parts she was shooting at. It didn’t appear to have a head; call it a torso? 
 
    Her sidearm was standard issue for the Winged Hussars, a 600-kilowatt pumped chemical laser pistol. Too small for most applications, it was mainly intended for situations where rifles or carbines were impractical. She’d have to be insanely accurate to harm a CASPer with a gun so small. It would probably just piss off a Tortantula. Against the mechanical monster, she felt like she was throwing pebbles at an Oogar. 
 
    The laser’s attenuated beam was tinted with visible light, to aid the shooter in aiming. She saw where each shot went, gouging metal and leaving a glowing line behind its passage. Because it was a chemical laser, the pulse time was limited by the quantity of lazing chemicals in each shot. The machine didn’t react to the hits, and, with another swing, crushed the private’s head. 
 
    “Ghost, what the fuck is this thing?” There was no response. Great. The monster turned on the corporal who was using a laser carbine. His weapon was twice as powerful and it fired a beam with a longer pulse, putting more than a megawatt of energy on target. She saw a beam punch through the robot’s torso with zero results. Oh, this is bad. 
 
    “Captain Williams, we need CASPers, right now!” 
 
    “Inbound,” Williams replied immediately. “We count nine of these robotic constructs. Geek Squad thinks they’re magnetically articulated, if we can hit its brain, we can shut them down.” 
 
    Alexis fired twice more, aiming for different places each time. Her weapon vibrated in her hand, warning her that the magazine was down to three more pulses. “It doesn’t have a head,” she yelled. The corporal leaped across the corridor from the computer section, which seemed to confuse the robot. It froze, temporarily uncertain. “By the way, I retract my comment about you being paranoid.” 
 
    “You never said I was paranoid, Colonel.” 
 
    “I was thinking it.” She fired her last three shots and ejected the spent magazine. One of her two reloads went into the gun’s magazine well. It was getting hot. The gloves on her suit weren’t designed for a protracted battle; they were only meant for temporary protection against vacuum. 
 
    “Colonel Cromwell?” It was her sensor ops chief, Jesus Lopez. 
 
    “Ensign, I’m a little busy. If you’re calling to tell me CASPers are en route, Captain Williams already told me.” 
 
    “No ma’am, I just monitored seven projectiles leaving Pegasus.” 
 
    “Projectiles? TacCom, Sofeeka, did you fire at this ship?” 
 
    “Negative, Colonel. I have no idea what they are, but I didn’t fire them.” 
 
    “Their signatures are similar to CASPers,” Jesus said, “but smaller?” 
 
    What the hell? Alexis wondered. Is this something Sato did before he left and never told anyone? A second, later the section of hull she was clinging to in order to have a stable firing platform reverberated. Something had hit the ship. 
 
    “Impact,” Jesus said. 
 
    “I noticed. Any explosions?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    The robot finally decided on a target; it reached for Alexis. 
 
    “Shit!” she screamed and pushed back from the wall as an appendage reached for her. She wouldn’t call it a hand, more like a mechanical cross between a tentacle and a paw. It was made from all manner of hinges, actuators, and cables. It was like the damned ship had come alive. 
 
    The “hand” missed, and she bounced into the back bulkhead of the computer section. Luckily, she was in zero G or it might have really hurt. The downside was there was nowhere to go. The robot grabbed the edge of the door, deforming it with its casual strength, and tried to cram its bulk through. It didn’t fit, so it stretched out a hand toward her. 
 
    Alexis raised the pistol, firing at the less-armored hand, and severed several appendages. The machine pulled the arm back in confusion, and she fired again at another arm. The monstrosity began changing, either in response to the attack or its inability to get through the hatch, Alexis didn’t know which. In seconds, it began to wiggle into the computer center. 
 
    “Little help here?” 
 
    <Coming.> 
 
    What’s that supposed to mean? she wondered as she fired again and again. The pistol was burning hot in her hands. I need to change the issue carry laser pistol, she thought. If I live. 
 
    The gun ran empty, and the robot reformed the limb she’d shot and reached for her again. Alexis began reloading but knew she wouldn’t make it in time. It seemed an incongruous ending for the commander of the Winged Hussars. She was struck by just how absurd the situation was. The hand was centimeters away from her when it was suddenly pulled back, as if the attacker had suddenly changed its robotic mind. 
 
    It flexed around and seemed to flail at something. Then a laser cut entirely through the torso, severing the machine in two. Both parts began to reform, only to be pulled apart in separate directions. 
 
    “Captain Williams, are you out there?” 
 
    “Negative, Colonel,” his reply came immediately. “We seem to have some allies.” 
 
    “They destroyed it, Colonel,” the corporal, who’d been outside, called out. 
 
    Alexis pushed away from the computer, though slowly. She stopped herself at the door. The atmosphere was thick with smoke and floating pieces of ruined machinery. In the hallway, it looked like someone had taken the ship apart and shaken it. Nothing looked like it had when she’d come into the room. It was still vaguely shaped like a corridor, only it was stripped of all electromechanical parts. The former killer robot was in a dozen or more pieces, some still sparking and twitching. There was no sign of its former malevolence. 
 
    What caught her eye was a trio of figures. As Jesus said, they did look a little like CASPers, though less than half their size. They were headless, just like the powered armor used by all Human mercs, though their arms were more proportional. It also looked…refined. 
 
    One of the three gestured, and a laser sliced one of the more-mobile remnants of the killer robot in twain once more. Both pieces quit moving. The three moved about, making sure the threat was neutralized, then two shot off with the sound of miniature jets. They moved with fluid grace. The one which remained turned to Alexis. 
 
    “I owe you my thanks,” she said. “Who might you be?” 
 
    The tiny CASPer’s front split and the entire thing seemed to unfold. Inside was a Dusman. The little alien regarded her with cold blue-on-blue eyes. It wore a dark red one-piece outfit, which extended a short way onto all four limbs, but not the neck. This one was a whitish tan color. 
 
    “I am F’esk, Osk’ii of this commando unit, at your service.” The Dusman gave the barest nod of its head. 
 
    Somehow, Alexis had a feeling things were about to change, and not entirely for the better. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Jim unleashed a long, ragged burst from his arm-mounted minigun toward the running men, cutting one of them down. Private Erica Glendale leapfrogged past him in her light and nimble Mk 8 scout armor. A flurry of laser fire chased her movements from behind a bunch of shipping crates moored to a wall on the far side of the bay. Jim triggered his MAC, which snapped down over his shoulder. With a thought from his pinplants, an HE round was loaded. 
 
    Crack! A meter-long tongue of flame shot from the barrel as the projectile accelerated from zero to Mach 4 in less than a meter. The round slammed into the shipping crates, its kinetic energy tearing several apart before the high explosives detonated. Human bodies cartwheeled through the micro gravity, several screaming from horrendous wounds. Jim smiled, and the rest of his squad advanced. 
 
    He was getting low on MAC ammo, but it didn’t worry him. He was more concerned about not getting the response he expected. He could have pushed forward to the objective at any point, although he would have risked tipping off his enemies prematurely. Come on, damnit, he urged. Show your hole card. 
 
    “Colonel?” It was Sergeant Melissa “Tap” Tapper, Second Squad leader of First Platoon. 
 
    “Go ahead, Tap,” he commed back. 
 
    “Colonel, we’ve secured computer control and inserted manual overrides. There might still be booby-traps around, but they won’t be triggering them via the main computer.” 
 
    “Resistance?” Jim asked. 
 
    “They had a pair of automated turrets and a dozen maintenance bots; no real problem. I have one suit out of commission, and the operator is injured, but not seriously.” 
 
    “Arrange evac of your wounded and hold your objective.” 
 
    “Roger that, Colonel.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Buddha asked on the command channel. He’d taken the power room within minutes of landing. There had been six enemy in light combat armor and a heavy crew-served laser. Buddha’s squad had secured the objective with no injuries. 
 
    “Negative, XO. Hold your objective, back up Second Squad if Sergeant Daniels needs it.” Sergeant Edward “Jack” Daniels was one of their most experienced marine noncoms. He’d served with Bert’s Bees prior to the Omega War. He’d been recovering from a serious injury and not been deployed when his old unit was wiped out on a suicide mission. 
 
    Jack had come up against stiff opposition in the crowded storage area of the Rolling Stones warehouses. Because of the unknown nature of what might be stored there, he’d advanced slowly. What they knew of the station’s inventory indicated that explosives used by the asteroid miners were in the warehouses, and you didn’t want to put a MAC round through a 1,000-kilogram container of high explosives. 
 
    Jim’s squad was outside the main docking bays. The huge room they were working their way across held repair parts for ships. Inventory he’d reviewed didn’t show anything as energetic as high explosives, although there were some canisters of hydrazine and a couple other hypergolic propellants used in older mining ships. It would not be directly dangerous to the CASPers, but the station still had hundreds of non-combatants, and the deadly propellant would be lethal if released into the station’s atmosphere. 
 
    Just kill! 
 
    God damn it, shut up! Jim mentally screamed. Something like a growl echoed in his mind. Then something hit him, and he was spinning. 
 
    “Colonel!” 
 
    Jim shook himself back to awareness. His CASPer was bouncing along a wall and he had two yellow warning lights for his suit’s left arm. He’d been hit but didn’t remember it. A pair of armored CASPers grabbed him and stabilized his uncontrolled rolling. 
 
    “Colonel, are you okay?” It was Private Voss in his assault armor. Jim couldn’t see him inside the suit, of course, but the private had customized his armor by putting a mouth between the two forward camera inputs to create a smiley face. 
 
    “I’m good,” Jim commed. “Just had a transient computer glitch.” 
 
    “They’re falling back to the main docking bay,” Double T said. 
 
    Jim checked the battlespace and his squad’s situation. Private Glendale’s suit was showing red, but her bio was green. “What happened to Glendale?” 
 
    “Laser got her in the service pack,” Corporal Walder said. “As long as we don’t evacuate the atmosphere, she’s fine. Even then she has her emergency bottle.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jim said and examined the huge armored door into the main landing bay. This was the key to his operation; he wanted the bastards to fall back so they were all in the lock, ready to run. He guessed they would wait to run until Jim was really close—too close to risk having him treat their evacuating ship the way he’d handled Banjo. 
 
    He finished examining the battlespace and decided on a course of action. “Private Moehrle, send in your last drone.” They’d lost the second drone while entering the storage area. 
 
    “Roger that, Colonel.” 
 
    However, before he could get the drone deployed, Jim detected energy spikes from the docking bay. “Stand by,” he ordered. “Something is going on in there.” He looked at the energy signatures, wondering if they were going to finally make their run for it, but disappointed at the same time. Kill, kill, kill! Now he agreed with the voice. Then he got a match on the energy profiles. Lasers and small-scale explosions. Had Rolling Stone security gotten into the game? So far, all squads had reported no signs of the station’s defensive teams. Records indicated Barstow had 50 people on full-time security, though those numbers were down from before the war. 
 
    “Who’s fighting in there?” Double T wondered on the squad net. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jim said. “But sending in the drone would probably not be a good idea; we don’t want to further complicate things.” 
 
    “On your six,” Buddha said. 
 
    Jim checked his sensors and saw the nine CASPers of Second Platoon, First Squad soaring into the bay behind his squad. 
 
    “We finished up and came to back you up.” 
 
    Jim was a little annoyed at his XO playing mother hen. However, he now had two full squads and enough forces to rush the docking bay. Okay, we’ll play it that way. “Let’s go in,” he said. 
 
    The bay door was five meters across, designed to either be closed slowly if the docking bay was open for use, or for it to slam shut if there was a decompression. Since their CASPers were all pressurized, it made no difference to them. 
 
    In a star formation, all eighteen CASPers fired their maneuvering thrusters and proceeded like a Roman phalanx, their shields deployed and held close together. It was a marine CASPer tactic, though seldom used for lack of space. Jim had seen it employed a couple of times when crossing between ships. 
 
    When they passed through the connecting door, they found chaos. Or rather, a slaughterhouse. At least 50 dead Humans floated about, and huge bubbles of blood spun around, combining and sticking onto anything. More than a few of the Humans were sliced into parts. A severed leg bounced off Jim’s CASPer as he used his jets to stop. The entire platoon stared at it in numb shock. 
 
    “Auwe!” Buddha said, resorting to Hawaiian and pointing. 
 
    Jim looked and saw what his XO had seen. Seven miniature CASPers, so similar yet so different at the same time, clung to the walls on the opposite side of the hangar. 
 
    “Are they enemy?” Double T asked. 
 
    “They’re tiny!” Private Conasan exclaimed. 
 
    “They’re Konar,” Jim said, his mind instantly providing the word. For a second, he was riding the back of a much larger creature, one hand holding onto its shoulder as the other shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight. Before him was a towering Raknar, all the bays along its arms and legs open as Konar clambered aboard in preparation for the coming assault. Each Raknar would carry ten Konar. The image fled as soon as it had formed, leaving behind a deep ache for violence. 
 
    His mind reluctantly left the image behind. Jim examined the rest of the bay and spotted what had been waiting for them. Two shuttles were moored to the deck, each with two ship-class lasers of at least five megawatts each. They would have punched through their CASPers like they were papier mâché. In addition, there were explosive charges attached to the pressure doors. 
 
    The intent of his enemy was clear. Chew up the CASPers as much as possible, and if they were losing, blow the doors and suck them all out into space. A fiendishly simple plan. Sure, his CASPers were all equipped for zero-G operations, but they carried limited fuel. Captain Su would have had a hell of a time trying to rescue them all, especially if many were hulled by those lasers. Now he was really pissed. 
 
    A pair of Konar detached from the wall and moved toward him. Jim sensed his men readying weapons. “Easy,” he told them, “these are friends.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Buddha asked. 
 
    Jim didn’t say, as he knew the answer was imminent. The Konar stopped a few meters from them. It was incredibly intricate in design. When compared to a CASPer—powered armor representing 100 years of Human innovation—it looked almost organic. He had a hard time spotting any welds or attachment points. When the limbs moved, it looked like the metallic plates which made up the joints seamlessly slipped over each other. God, it was like an Iron Man suit from the old movies. 
 
    The Konar’s arms went to its side and the cockpit split open to reveal a Dusman. Jim couldn’t see if it was male or female, but it was mottled brown/black and wore the same dark red uniform as Splunk. 
 
    “Greetings, Vok’ka. I am Achilles, Osk’ii of this commando unit.” The other Konar split open to reveal another Dusman, dressed the same. This one’s fur was as black as space, with only tiny white spots to the side of its eyes. “This is Athena, my second.” 
 
    Vok’ka, Jim thought. Raknar Fist Commander. An Osk’ii was a commando small unit commander. He was really beginning to wonder if Adayn’s modifications to his pinplants had also inserted some kind of sub-processor. This information had to be coming from somewhere. 
 
    “Greetings, Achilles. Why are you here? How are you here?” 
 
    “We hitched a ride on Bucephalus,” Achilles said with a wry smile. “As to why, we were ordered by J’asa to protect you.” 
 
    “Splunk ordered you to protect me?” Achilles nodded. Well, son of a bitch. “Okay, thanks, I guess. But we needed prisoners too.” He had a lot more questions, not the least of which was how many Dusman were on Earth or in the solar system. Fuck, but they were good at hiding! He began to think the system might be lousy with them. Athena watched him with cool detachment. Like Dante, Jim suspected she was a cold-blooded killer. 
 
    Another pair of Konar floated toward them. They had a prisoner between them, its hands cuffed behind its back. The sight brought a smile to his face. The prisoner was a Zuparti looking somewhat worse for wear. 
 
    Time to get some answers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Under the Locomotion Conglomerate, R’Taki, R’Taki System 
 
    Wa-BOOM! Bam! 
 
    The explosives on the door detonated. Wilson led his squad back down the tunnel, with Nigel right behind them. They had withdrawn to the main cavern in case the tunnel collapsed. Although pieces of the roof had fallen, the tunnel hadn’t suffered a general collapse. The jury was still out on that, though, as streamers of dirt continued to drift down. 
 
    “Let’s hurry up before the roof falls in,” Nigel urged. 
 
    Wilson picked up the pace a little, but moved cautiously to avoid running into an ambush. They reached the vault door and found it lying on its side. Wilson stopped. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “I can see light up ahead,” Wilson replied. “Shit!” He threw himself to the side as several laser beams came from further down the tunnel. 
 
    “Rockets online!” Nigel commanded. “Take them out!” 
 
    Two of the troopers fired several rockets each down the hallway, and the incoming fire ceased. 
 
    “Those damn Goka are the problem,” Nigel shouted as he came to stand beside Wilson. 
 
    “And we’re the solution!” the remaining troopers roared. 
 
    “Asbarani! Charge!” Nigel yelled as he stepped around Wilson and raced down the passageway. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Wilson added, one step behind him. 
 
    The tunnel ran for about 150 feet before opening into a large cavern several hundred feet across. The Goka, who were blown backward by the rocket blasts, were surging back toward the entrance as the Asbaran forces arrived. 
 
    Nigel fired a MAC round into one holding a laser rifle, then stepped forward to skewer another on his left blade, a third flew up at him, only to be impaled on his right blade. Nigel staggered, not prepared for the added weight of both aliens, but then Wilson and the rest of Asbaran poured from the tunnel, pressed past him, and quickly finished off the remaining Goka. 
 
    Nigel pushed the Goka off his blades and took a minute to scan the area. 
 
    Large computer banks and control stations sat along both sides of the entrance, but what was most quickly apparent was the large opening in the ceiling, through which a small courier ship was disappearing. 
 
    “Rockets! Shoot it down!” Nigel ordered. 
 
    The two rocketeers fired as the ship accelerated, but the missiles were left behind as the ship raced off into the sky. 
 
    “What the…” one of the troopers said. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything outrun a rocket,” the other said. “The number of Gs they must be pulling…” 
 
    “Revenge, this is Asbaran Actual,” he commed. “A courier ship just left here. Shoot it down.” 
 
    “Asbaran Actual, Revenge, wilco. Shoot down the—” The voice paused. “Sorry, sir, the ship got away.” 
 
    “What do you mean it got away?” 
 
    “It was pulling a phenomenal amount of Gs as it reached space, sir, and as soon as it broke atmo, it disappeared. It must have had internal shunts, sir, but I’ve never seen a ship use them that close to the planet.” 
 
    “Understood. Asbaran Actual, out.” Nigel looked around the area and sighed. Another courier ship getting away at the last minute didn’t sit well with him. “All right, let’s see what we can download from their computers while we’re—” 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The computer banks detonated in huge fireballs, and Nigel unconsciously flinched away as pieces came raining down across the open area. 
 
    “Well, shit.” He looked at the holes and scrap metal where the servers used to be and shook his head. “Get what you can, and we’ll analyze it on the way home.” He turned to Mason. “I think we’re done here,” he said. He nodded in the direction the courier ship had taken on its way out. “Whoever our ‘friends’ are in those little ships, they seem to know how to get while the getting’s good.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    <The robotic entity wasn’t trying to destroy you; it was trying to destroy the computer section. You were in the way.> 
 
    “Glad to know I wasn’t the target,” Alexis replied to Ghost with as much mental irony as she could manage. 
 
    “We don’t believe you were the target,” F’esk said. They were in her ready room along with her XO Alana Price. 
 
    Alexis was still struggling with the aftermath of a starship coming alive and trying to kill her; finding out she also had Dusman hiding on Pegasus was too much. 
 
    “You knew the Dusman were on board, didn’t you?” 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    <I must follow their instructions, within reason in respect to the ship’s master—you.> 
 
    Alexis paused and considered. Pegasus was originally a Dusman ship and Ghost a Dusman AI. Were there back doors in place controlling them? It wasn’t what she wanted to hear, especially since she didn’t know what the Dusman ultimately wanted. 
 
    <I did correct you on the number of beings aboard the ship. It was the best I could do.> 
 
    Ghost was right, of course; it had corrected the crew count to 392, which had included the ten Dusman with their amazing powered armor. “How long have you been on my ship?” she asked F’esk. 
 
    “Since you were last on Earth.” 
 
    “Are there any more of you on board, or just the ten?” 
 
    “Would you believe my answer either way?” F’esk asked, his ears going up in what she guessed was amusement. “I only have the one group of ten with our Konar, including myself.” 
 
    “Okay, the real question is why?” 
 
    “J’asa has instructed commando teams like ours to protect all the Horsemen. You know her as Splunk.” 
 
    The little Fae, as Alexis had known Splunk, lived with Jim Cartwright in a sort of symbiotic relationship. The bonding allowed them to operate the Raknar war machines. She’d first met Splunk on Karma station, shortly after Jim took over the Cavaliers. It was also the first time she’d ever seen a Fae/Dusman. 
 
    Gone from the galaxy for 20,000 years, where in entropy had they been in all that time? 
 
    <The galaxy is big.> 
 
    “No shit.” Alexis considered. “So, you have teams guarding Nigel and Sansar as well?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s going to love that. My boyfriend has issues with aliens.” F’esk’s ears flattened. “Even cute little aliens who used to rule the galaxy.” For some reason, F’esk gave a little smile in reply. Whatever the reason, Alexis did not like the way it made her feel. 
 
    “We’d like to help you in your mission, now that we’re out of the shadows, so to speak,” F’esk said. 
 
    “When we get home, we need to sit down and have a talk.” She stared at the Dusman coolly. “Some ground rules of conduct need to be established. First, you snuck into New Warsaw and started stealing our materials. I put up with it because I kind of thought it was all Jim Cartwright. Then you started bossing my people around, in our system. I wasn’t there, or we’d have had some words right then and there. Then you show up at Earth and play the hero, long after the war with the Merc Guild was underway. For now, I’ll be satisfied if you’ll tell me whose side you are on.” 
 
    Through her diatribe, F’esk listened like…well, Alexis thought it reminded her how her sister Katrina used to stare at their teachers, especially when she was sure she knew more than they did. 
 
    “The Dusman are on our own side,” F’esk said, then continued before Alexis could say something more. “However, we are your nominal allies. J’asa believes our fates are intertwined.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think she’s borderline crazy. But what do you expect from her family?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean,” Alexis said. 
 
    “It’s not important, Human.” 
 
    Alexis felt her pulse start to throb. The pint-sized commando was really starting to piss her off. Instead, she settled for asking, “Well, how can you assist?” 
 
    “We’re a Konar unit, commandos. We’re fighters mostly, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have our race’s natural abilities.” He gestured around them at the mighty battlecruiser. “This ship can tell you what we are capable of.” 
 
    “The Keesius told me what you were capable of,” she said with a smile as fake as F’esk’s. 
 
    <Touche.> 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    F’esk narrowed his eyes, and his ears flattened again. “You do what you have to in war. Something I would have thought you’d understand, considering the Winged Hussars’ combat record. Keep in mind, we had thousands of ships just like this, and we still couldn’t win.” 
 
    Alexis was about to mention how the Dusman had then resorted to genocide when she remembered the Canavar. Maybe there was more than enough evil to go around. 
 
    < I would recommend scaling it back a notch. They can be of great help.> 
 
    “We would welcome your assistance,” Alexis said with a small nod of her head. 
 
    “And we are glad to provide it.” 
 
    Throughout the exchange Alana had watched with open-mouthed amazement. Partly because she’d never seen anyone fluster Alexis Cromwell, and partly for another reason. 
 
    “I just can’t get over that you are the Dusman.” 
 
    F’esk turned his large blue-on-blue eyes toward Alana. “What’s so difficult to believe? The Kahraman are out there, too. In the Fourth Arm, where they’ve been hiding all this time.” 
 
    “Well,” Alana continued, “how many of your race survived?” 
 
    “You don’t honestly expect me to provide numbers, do you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she replied, looking chastened. 
 
    Crap, Alexis thought. She had hoped for an answer. 
 
    “Do you have multiple colonies?” 
 
    “Yes,” F’esk admitted. “I will explain this much: when the Betrayal happened, we fell back to one of our contingencies. There were those in our society who feared a disaster would come to pass. They were influential enough to draw resources and personnel from the war effort. A series of worlds were prepared in case they were needed. The systems were well stocked for our survival and provided everything we’d need to remain out of sight while everything fell apart. You Hussars know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “No, what do you mean?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Your system, New Warsaw; why do you think it is off the Cartography Guild’s books?” 
 
    “My grandmother always said it was because records were destroyed during the war.” 
 
    “She was partly correct. Only, there were no guilds. Our servitor races controlled the stargate networks. It was a simple matter to have ten, one hundred, or even a thousand star systems disappear. The choices needed to be selective, of course. Simply removing choice real estate would have been quickly noticed. So less than ideal worlds were chosen. Where we couldn’t make such choices, records were altered. In a few instances, we existed on worlds which were still hubs of activity, going about our business unseen. 
 
    “We rebuilt, we planned, and we waited.” 
 
    “Waited for what?” Alana asked. 
 
    “The signs that we were needed again, so we could re—” He stopped and looked at the two. “So, we could return.” 
 
    I wonder what he was about to say? “You sound like it was some sort of prophecy.” 
 
    “It was, or rather, it is. The same one who foresaw us having to run and hide also foresaw the day we’d return and left us clues for what we should look for.” He shook his head. “A descendant of the oracle who saved us is the one who has led to us returning now.” He looked at Alexis. “J’asa.” 
 
    “What are the odds of that?” Alexis asked. “Jim found her by a complete accident, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Maybe not an accident. J’asa’s creche mates were all gifted in one way or another. I heard one thought he might be K’apo, like her sister Seldia,” F’esk said. Then he laughed and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter; what matters is that we’re here now. 
 
    “Let me return to business,” F’esk said. “The ship you took was intended as a trap, as you no doubt deduced.” Alexis nodded. “The AI in your ship caught them completely by surprise. They couldn’t properly ambush you, and they couldn’t blow the ship up after its drives were compromised. The amalgam bots created from the ship were a desperate ploy to take you out and destroy the computer cores.” 
 
    “Desperate, but it almost worked,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Sometimes luck is more powerful than planning.” 
 
    Don’t I know it? 
 
    “If the ships’ masters had realized we were aboard,” F’esk said, “I doubt the encounter would have ended as well.” Alexis shrugged. “Regardless, we’ve broken down the computer center on the ship. The storage methods were extremely thorough, though not dissimilar to what we use. We’re decrypting it now.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “A few hours, maybe a day at the most.” 
 
    “Can you do it faster?” 
 
    <Yes, but I do not want to get involved.> 
 
    “Because you’d have to do what they say?” 
 
    <Precisely.> 
 
    Alexis gave a mental nod. She thought she was beginning to understand the rules. 
 
    “Okay, I guess we’ll talk after you have some answers.” F’esk started to head for the exit, but Alexis spoke again. “I’d like to assign you quarters.” 
 
    “We’re comfortable enough where we are.” 
 
    “You are on my ship, Osk’ii. On my ship, guests are assigned quarters.” F’esk looked mutinous. “You will be afforded all the finery befitting honored guests.” And you’ll be out of the hidden spaces within my ship. “Once they move out, can you tell me where they were?” 
 
    <You are indeed beginning to understand.> 
 
    “What I don’t understand is how you can have mixed loyalties.” Ghost had no response to that. 
 
    After a moment, F’esk nodded his assent. “We would be honored to accept your formal hospitality.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Lieutenant Commander, would you please show Osk’ii F’esk to guest quarters?” 
 
    Soon, Alana had led F’esk out of the ready room, and Alexis was alone once more. F’esk had never said how he would help her or given her reason to think he fully understood her mission. Of course, with run of the ship and the Fae’s—rather the Dusman’s—legendary ability with computers and hardware, she had to assume he knew everything. So, what was in it for them? 
 
    She had the distinct feeling the Dusman didn’t do anything they didn’t want to, and they clearly only wanted things that improved their own position. She used her pinplants to queue up as much information from the ship’s Aethernet mirror on the Dusman and Kahraman as she could find. It wouldn’t be much; nobody had even known what a Dusman looked like until a few weeks ago. They still didn’t know what a Kahraman looked like. 
 
    “How the fuck do you scrub an entire galaxy’s computers clean of data like that?” There were a billion cell and satphones on Earth alone. How many trillions of similar devices had there been in the First Republic before the Great War? None of them had survived? “No way in hell,” she said. 
 
    “Colonel?” It was Lieutenant Bainbridge. 
 
    “Go ahead, SitCon.” 
 
    “Ma’am, Manticore and Draco are coming alongside.” 
 
    “Very good. Have the fleet prepare to head back toward the stargate. ETA will be twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Very good, ma’am. But there is a dispatch from Marmoset.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “They report they’ve had a fusion plant failure with a cascading magnetic buffer overload. They don’t have enough spares to effect repairs.” 
 
    “Damn Maki designs,” she mused. “Standby. Mr. Long?” 
 
    “Engineering, go ahead.” In the background, Alexis could hear the comforting hum of Pegasus’s three fusion plants at low output. The Jeha engineer prided himself in keeping them at peak efficiency. 
 
    “Did you copy the report on Marmoset?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. To answer your question before you ask, I can’t fix it. Our manufactory can make new containment buffers, but we don’t have enough raw materials. I’m sad to say the Stem-class only has two fusion plants.” 
 
    “I know; they don’t go in for as much redundancy.” Almost all the Winged Hussars’ ships had three drives—the same as the Egleesius, and every other Dusman ship they’d run across. Triple the power, triple the redundancy, triple the effectiveness. Sure, it left less room for firepower and defense, however, the extra power plant had saved her bacon more than a few times. “Can they make it home?” 
 
    “Yes, with an 80% safety margin. Those cruisers have extra capacitors for powering energy weapons. If they jump with them all charged, as long as the good fusion plant doesn’t melt all over the deck as soon as they transition to hyperspace, they’ll have just enough capacitor power to hold their own. They might have to spend a couple days in spacesuits…” 
 
    “I get the picture. Thanks. Comms?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Captain,” Shefoo replied. The Buma’s English was better than Hoot’s, her predecessor’s, had been. 
 
    “Contact Marmoset and order them to return to New Warsaw via a direct route. I’ll dictate a message to Commander Stacy on our situation and next destination. Have them standby until we have more details on the enemy ship’s computer contents. Might as well send that along, as well. But with their drive screwed, they better start limping toward the stargate now.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am.” 
 
    Alexis nodded. She didn’t want to lose a cruiser, of course. However, sending an update to base was a good idea. If the Dusman came through, maybe it would lead them to the Weapons Conglomerate base. The babies kicked, one after the other. I need to wrap this up and get home. They kicked her again, seemingly in agreement. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel dropped into his council seat. He had raced from the starport just in time for the emergency meeting called by Toyn-Zhyll. He looked to his right at Prava. “Do you know what this is about?” 
 
    “No.” The Veetanho had a distant look in her eyes, and Nigel realized she was probably on her pinplants. 
 
    Whatever the reason behind the emergency meeting, it was obviously not something the Veetanho knew anything about, which Nigel found interesting. I thought they had their little claws in everything. Apparently not. He also found it interesting that Prava was so disturbed by whatever was going on that she’d forgotten to be nasty to him. That alone would have been enough to make him smile…if he weren’t worried about what the subject was. 
 
    He turned to the Bakulu on his left. Longashooka had taken over as the representative when his predecessor had been blown up by the Weapons Conglomerate. “Any idea what’s going on?” 
 
    Two of the alien’s three eye stalks turned toward him. “No,” the alien replied. “I was just told the meeting was going to happen and to get back for it. I barely made it back in time; I know some of the other races whose home worlds are the farthest away probably won’t get the message in time.” 
 
    “Greetings!” the Speaker, Toyn-Zhyll exclaimed, interrupting Nigel. “I’m sure everyone is wondering why I called an emergency session today, so we will get right to it.” He continued to talk over a moderate buzz. While not out-and-out angry, the muttering was close. “I would like to start by calling Captain Kaupo, who will be attending via audio only.” 
 
    “Audio only?” Prava asked. “This is very out of the ordinary. Normally testimony is only heard from members who attend the council sessions in person.” 
 
    “That is impossible at this time, as we don’t have the equipment to allow Captain Kaupo to attend in person. He is a mercenary that—although not a member of an official mercenary race—was apparently hired by this guild some time ago.” Toyn-Zhyll looked down the table at Prava, as if waiting for an answer. “He is requesting to be released from his contract, such as it were.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Prava said. “I don’t know a Captain Kaupo.” 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll just go straight to him, then.” The Speaker pushed a button on his slate. “Captain Kaupo, are you with us?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude, totally,” a voice replied. 
 
    “You are speaking to an emergency session of the Merc Guild Council,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “You told me you had information for us.” 
 
    “I do, man!” the voice said. “We won!” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘We won?’” the Speaker asked. 
 
    “We were just at the Front. I’m here to tell you the Merc Guild forces have been victorious, and the Kahraman forces have been driven back into the Fourth Arm. They’re, like, in full retreat, dude. So, since they’re, like, gone, can you make good on our deal?” 
 
    “I don’t know who you made your deal with,” Toyn-Zyll said, “but we’ve had a bit of a shake-up in the management of the Merc Guild, and not everything was passed down as well as it might have been.” He glanced at Prava, who shrugged. “Can you refresh our memories on the terms of this deal?” 
 
    “Sure, dude. The Speaker sixty years ago said that if we would fight for her, she would get us membership in the guild once the war was won. Well, it looks like we won, so we would like our membership now, please.” 
 
    “And what race are you?” 
 
    “We’re the BotSha, man. Surely, you’ve heard of us. I mean, it’s not like we’ve been holding the line for you for like sixty years, dude, right?” 
 
    “The BotSha? You’re an uplifted race? What race were you originally?” 
 
    “The people on our planet called us bottlenose dolphins, man. Pacific bottlenose dolphins if you need to be precise and all.” 
 
    Nigel’s jaw dropped. Bottlenose dolphins? Those could only have come from Earth. But when? How? He had no idea how dolphins could have gotten off-planet sixty years previously, much less gotten uplifted and found their way to the Front. Something very strange was going on, and he had no idea how any of it was possible. Did someone come to Earth and steal some dolphins when no one was looking? 
 
    “And what planet are you from?” 
 
    “Earth,” Captain Kaupo and Nigel said at the same time. Nigel didn’t realize he’d said it out loud until the Speaker looked down the table at him. 
 
    “You knew of this?” the Speaker asked. 
 
    “No,” Nigel said. “I’m completely unaware of the BotSha or how any of this is possible. I don’t know anything about our dolphins going off planet…unless someone stole them.” He turned to Prava and raised an eyebrow. “Let’s see…60 years ago, the Veetanho held the Speakership. Is it possible a Veetanho ship grabbed some of the dolphins from my planet and uplifted them to fight in the Veetanho’s wars? Kind of like what they’ve been known to do with other races?” 
 
    Several of the members at the table shifted uneasily. 
 
    Prava tossed her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Capturing some of your…dolphins would entail going to your miserable world, which is something no Veetanho in her right mind would want to do.” 
 
    “And yet, here are dolphins who’ve been uplifted,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Hey, dudes, you know I’m still here, right? And that I can hear you? The easiest thing might be just to…I don’t know…ask me about it?” 
 
    Toyn-Zhyll chuckled. “Although it would be amusing to see if the council came to blows over it, open warfare on the council is something I am trying to limit after the downfall of my predecessor.” He chuckled again while looking at Prava. “Okay, Captain Kaupo, why don’t you tell us your story?” 
 
    “How they came to be here is irrelevant,” Prava said. “What is important—if they are really from the front— is the message they bring. I, for one, would rather focus on that, as it has a far greater bearing on where we go from here and whether we as a guild decide to open for business again. We can worry about any history or promises that might or might not have been made at that time.” 
 
    Nigel really wanted to pursue the story, and—knowing the Veetanho like he did—he found it likely the Veetanho would have made such promises, never expecting to honor them. If what Captain Kaupo was saying was true, they’d been fighting for the Merc Guild for 60 years, without the Veetanho making good on the promise. Typical. As a fellow Earthling—and the representative of Earth’s mercenary forces—Nigel also felt it was incumbent on him to stick up for the BotSha and have the guild make good on its promises. 
 
    His head was spinning—dolphins were now mercs? 
 
    He started to raise his hand to speak, but he could see every other head at the table nodding, or whatever they did to indicate agreement, as were all the representatives in the audience. Reluctantly, he put his hand down. 
 
    “I agree,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “Before we get into any discussions of promises that might have been made, we need to evaluate the status of the war at the Front. That is of the utmost importance.” 
 
    “I told you, dude, the war is over. Right after they wiped out the Xlatan, there was another big battle in the Krrkow System, which they lost, and we drove them back. They completely fled all the core worlds they had taken and retreated back into the Fourth Arm behind their fortress worlds. We didn’t follow them there, of course, since we enjoy living, but all our forces are now blockading them in their arm. We’re setting up fortresses in Gul’tor to keep them bottled up, but it looks like the war has been won.” 
 
    “Well, that is good news, certainly. Who did you say had been lost?” 
 
    “The Xlatan. They weren’t a real merc race, just probationary members like us.” 
 
    “I am unfamiliar with the Xlatan.” 
 
    “Weird cat-looking things, Dude. No big loss; they weren’t helping much. Regardless, they’re not helping at all now, ’cause they’re all dead. The Kahraman sterilized their planet. So, can we get full membership now?” 
 
    “We will have to discuss it,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “We will also have to do a little research into what was and wasn’t promised to you.” He glanced down the table at Prava who didn’t look up from her slate. 
 
    “We will also need independent confirmation that the war is indeed over.” 
 
    “But, dude! We were promised!” 
 
    “I understand, but a lot has changed in sixty years.” Toyn-Zhyll chuckled. “A lot has changed in just the last couple of years, and there are many things we need to discuss before moving on. In any direction.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Outside the Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    The Sumatozou rep was waiting for Nigel as he left the Council Chambers. “Are you headed to the mess hall?” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “I think better on a full stomach.” 
 
    The Sumatozou patted his hefty girth. “I will remember that excuse the next time someone calls me fat,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    They got their food and moved to an out-of-the-way table. 
 
    “So, you’re back.” 
 
    “We are. Most of us anyway. There were a lot more Goka there than we assumed. I lost a lot of people. What you paid us will barely cover all of our expenses for death benefits and buying more CASPers. Assuming there are any more CASPers to buy, that is. I hear some of the assembly lines went missing in the war and finding new CASPers is getting to be pretty difficult.” 
 
    “I will see what we can do about augmenting your fees,” the Sumatozou said. 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “So, did they have the technology we thought they did?” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “They already had assembly lines manufacturing them.” 
 
    “And you blew them up?” 
 
    “Into tiny little pieces. We also collapsed all the little Goka tunnels underneath the complex. It’ll be a lot easier to build a new facility than to try to restart that one.” 
 
    “And their computers with all of the information on the shunts?” 
 
    “Blown up in place.” Nigel cocked his head. “I’m sure you’re worried we took it all, and now we’re going to make them, but we didn’t.” He chuckled. “We didn’t have the opportunity, even if we’d wanted to. They blew up all the main computer banks as they ran.” 
 
    “Someone from the Science Guild? Or someone from the Locomotion Conglomerate?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you,” Nigel said with a shrug. “We fought our way to the end of their underground facility, just in time for a courier ship to fly out and away. Our ship tried to catch it, but it put on 20-plus Gs, then jumped on its internal shunts. So, at least one set of shunts got away. Nothing we could do about it, though.” 
 
    The Sumatozou tapped one of his trunks on the table as he thought. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nigel said. “I was wrong. Two sets of shunts still exist, because we disabled the bombs you put in the transport you gave us.” 
 
    The Sumatozou chuckled. “I told them you would find them, but I was ordered to have them placed there. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “You know, I’d have been pretty pissed off if I’d have gotten stranded somewhere when my engines blew up. You may not have heard, but I have quite a temper sometimes.” 
 
    “I have heard. And I’m sure you would have wanted to take it out on me if that had happened.” He shrugged his trunks. “I wouldn’t have blamed you for wanting to do so. Happily, though, you were smart enough to look for and disable the bombs, and now you have your own set of internal shunts. What will you do with them?” 
 
    “Hide them so you don’t send someone to come and blow them up, I suspect. Probably make a few copies so that we have extras if you do, and to make it less likely you’ll try to do it in the first place.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me your plans…” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to try. I promise not to proliferate the designs, if you promise not to try to take back what you gave us or destroy it in place.” 
 
    “I will let my superiors know.” 
 
    “It would be nice to know that all the guilds aren’t fighting,” Nigel said, “and to have guilds which we could ally with. All of this turmoil isn’t good for anyone.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t, and the Cartography Guild recognizes this. I will talk to my superiors about a more formal arrangement. Perhaps if we begin promoting stability and a new order, others will join, and we will be able to get back to business as we used to.” 
 
    “That would be good. There is still the issue of the Kahraman we need to address, too. I think that’s pretty important.” 
 
    “As do I.” 
 
    “That just leaves us one issue.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Who are the people with the courier ships who keep getting away?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planet Ja-Ku-Tapa, Ja-Ku-Tapa System, Cimaron Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    It had taken 20 days of intense activity, and they were finally ready to begin the movement. The fields in every direction were flurries of activities, with thousands of KzSha laboring under the careful supervision of Dusman controllers. Opsius-class assault landers had not stopped their trips to and from the surface for two days straight. Cargo shuttles labored as well, loading vast amounts of stores, equipment, and tooling. In space, two tankers constantly dipped reaction mass from the system’s tiny gas giant to supply the landers. Splunk watched it all with quiet satisfaction. 
 
    There’d been a moment of fear a week ago when she felt the distant feeling of Jim in peril. But the shared feelings were too indistinct to know details. Like when they were separated during the war, she knew roughly where he was and what he was feeling. She was seconds from contacting one of the K’apo to send a message back to Earth when he calmed down. Still, the chaotic sensations of his feelings confused her, and she wondered if it was mating distractions? There was too much work to do in order to worry about it just then, though, so she returned to her duties. 
 
    “We’re down to the last Star, Vok’tor.” 
 
    Splunk glanced at the KzSha and nodded her approval. The wasp-like alien lowered its torso to the ground, a bow, then took off with a buzz of mechanical wings. The labor version of their race’s Konar was unarmed, yet strong and capable. They might only be a servitor race, but they’d made good use of the tech they’d been the custodians of, though she’d rather they hadn’t depleted so much of the deep stores. Luckily, they never discovered the vaults which lay kilometers below them. If the KzSha had laid their hands on the materials stored there, it might have been bad. 
 
    That bunker was emptied by Dusman techs and robots; the KzSha were not involved or shown what was removed. Frankly, they didn’t need to know. Afterward, the Opsius assault transports began landing for their cargo. As the first one lifted off, all the Dusman technicians cheered while the KzSha watched. They were finally down to the last few trips. 
 
    Splunk’s slate chimed, and she took out the device. 
 
    “Message for the Vok’tor. A small squadron of ships has arrived. The ships’ tactical weight is less than five percent of what we have in system. They identify as Peacemakers. Ske’sa and Kroof request your counsel.” 
 
    “Inform the Ske’sa and Kroof that my position is unchanged on the Peacemakers, and it is in compliance with the Kroof’s. The Peacemakers are irrelevant and should stay out of our way lest they draw our ire.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Splunk put the slate away and cast her eyes toward space. She had hoped there would be enough time to make Peacemaker interference irrelevant. They’d responded faster than she’d expected. Of course, they were probably the most efficient of the so-called guilds. Well, they were here now, so Splunk would see what came of it. 
 
    “Osk’tor!” Splunk barked. 
 
    The Dusman tasked as her ground commander looked up from a table covered in slates with a circle of assistants. “Vok’tor?” 
 
    “Prepare a Star of your Konar; we are going to have guests.” 
 
    The Osk’tor smiled, showing sharp white teeth. “Excellent.” 
 
    Konar operators were chosen for their single-minded determination and simple-minded enjoyment of carnage. In the long eons of the K’utoo, when only a select few were trained to operate the Konar, Dante began as an Osk’i operating a single Konar. He became a small unit commander, Osk’ii, then a Fist, Osk’ka, Star, Osk’sa, and would have been named Osk’tor if he hadn’t moved into a Raknar as Vok’i. It was Dante’s savagery which carried him so well through the ranks, to be one of the rare few to make the transition. 
 
    Since so few Raknar were around during the K’utoo, none were named to command larger elements. Dante distinguished himself over his long life, fighting in many salvage operations to Dedspace, which was where he’d lost his eye. He’d been a natural choice to send to Splunk for her Fist. He was the most experienced of them, anyway. 
 
    All the survivors of Splunk’s Fist were now training as Vok’ka to command their own Fist. The growth would soon be geometric. It was happening so fast they were short on preexisting facilities. 
 
    Later on, her slate updated her on the situation in orbit. The Peacemaker ships had not threatened, but they were now sending shuttles to the planet’s surface. Nine of them. It was a combat force. She shook her head; they did not know what they were getting themselves into. 
 
    She did a quick check on the progress of loading the current assault transport then made sure her uniform was correct. In the sky above, sonic booms reverberated; the Peacemakers were coming. 
 
    As the Dusman were using nearly every square meter of the port facility, the Peacemaker shuttles aimed toward the edge of the port, close to the extensive KzSha facilities. They may have thought the Dusman were interested in those facilities, but of course they weren’t. As soon as the shuttles touched down, the ramps descended, and Peacemakers began to pour out. Only Splunk was able to tell, thanks to her years with Jim on contracts, that these weren’t Peacemakers. Most looked like mercs. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Splunk hopped on the flyer provided to her by Soho, who’d been extremely helpful ever since she was named Sha’tor of the KzSha. The Peacemakers and their mercs headed toward the assault transport closest to where their ships landed. If they had bothered to look around, they might have realized who was in charge…or maybe not. She glanced at her slate and confirmed that assets were being moved into place. Time for the game. 
 
    “What is all of this?” the lead Peacemaker, a massive Equiri, asked. The size difference between Splunk and the Peacemaker was astounding. She’d never been overly impressed with Equiri, from a distance or up close and personal. The Peacemaker stopped and stared down at her; four other Peacemakers flanked him. A Zuul, a HecSha, an Avaka, and a semi-aquatic race she’d never seen before. 
 
    “Go away,” Splunk said. “You aren’t needed here.” 
 
    The Equiri’s jaw dropped in surprise. His black eyes looked around, taking in all the activity. Splunk was pretty sure the badge the Equiri wore was for an Enforcer, the top dogs of the Peacemakers, so to speak. The mercs were all MinSha, which Splunk found interesting. Last intel she had was that the Mercenary Guild had banned all contracts. 
 
    The Equiri looked at Splunk; really looked. “I don’t recognize your race.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Take your mercs and leave.” 
 
    “You don’t order us, little creature.” 
 
    “Silence, MinSha,” Sly said as he walked up beside Splunk. “You are no less annoying now than you were as servitors of the Kahraman.” 
 
    The MinSha merc gave a little shudder and backed up a step, convulsively gripping the weapon she held across her armored carapace. “You,” the MinSha gasped. “It’s not possible,” she chittered. She steadied and brought her gun up. The ranks of MinSha behind her followed suit. 
 
    “You better think about your next move very carefully,” Splunk said. 
 
    “I don’t care what you say you are,” the MinSha said. “It won’t matter if you’re dead.” 
 
    An entire Star of Konar descended on the scene, coming out from behind transports, doorways, and any spot big enough to conceal them. In seconds, 140 Konar were standing and hovering on jets in a semicircle around the mercs and Peacemakers. At the same time, a howling buzz announced the arrival of hundreds of KzSha in their powered armor. The scene balanced on a precipice. 
 
    “You asked who we are?” Splunk said to the Equiri Enforcer. Splunk smiled. “My name is J’asa, Vok’tor of the Dusman. This is Sla’etou, Arbiter. Choose your fate, Peacemaker.” She said the last word with as much contempt as she felt at that moment. 
 
    “Choose carefully,” Sly added. 
 
    The Equiri stared at her and Sly in shock, then looked around at the forces assembled around them. Splunk watched him carefully, judging the alien’s body language. Equiri weren’t terribly complicated beings; she was surprised any were suited to be Peacemakers, who had to be calm and reasonable in dangerous situations. This one had to be an exceptionally level-headed specimen. The tightening of the Enforcer’s jaw muscles, his narrowing eyes, and a twitching of his muzzle said his warrior nature was winning out over reason. 
 
    The fool is about to die. The scene was unusually quiet with just the whine of Konar jets and the hum of KzSha wings to break the tension. Splunk prepared to fight. 
 
    A loud chime was clearly audible across the scene. The Equiri Enforcer gave a little start and looked down at his wrist at a tiny customized slate. He stared at the screen for a long moment. He mouthed something Splunk couldn’t make out, his back ramrod straight as if he were in physical pain. Then, suddenly, he seemed to deflate. 
 
    “Stand down,” he said and turned away. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” the MinSha commander screamed at him. “These are Dusman. Dusman, you fool! Don’t you see what they’re doing here?” She pointed at the transports in the distance. Work had not halted during the encounter, per Splunk’s orders. At that moment, a Raknar marched toward the assault transport to be flown up to the ship. 
 
    “I said stand down,” the Equiri said. “That’s an order from the Peacemaker Guild, and you will obey.” 
 
    Splunk had never seen an insect splutter. It was amusing. 
 
    “Another time, sub-creature,” Sly said to her. 
 
    Two of the MinSha’s lieutenants had to physically drag their leader back onto the transport. The Star of Konar stayed in position, watching calmly as the Peacemakers and their merc toadies reboarded their shuttles and roared into the sky. The KzSha were excited; they flew acrobatics and flashed their antennae. They repeated one word over and over. “Dusman, Dusman, Dusman.” 
 
    “They’ll make useful servitors,” Sly said as he watched the display. 
 
    “Probably just as well they don’t remember serving the Kahraman last time,” Splunk said. After all, it had been the KzSha who’d been with the Kahraman when Ja-Ku-Tapa fell in the Great War. When it all came apart and the Dusman and Kahraman fled, the insects were left the former Raknar training facility. 
 
    “The victors write the history,” Sly said. 
 
    She knew he meant this incident; they hadn’t won the Great War. “Let’s get out of here before they change their mind,” Splunk said. “We have momentum on our side, but it can’t last forever.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Speaker said, two days later, “but I am unable to find anything in the records for where you were promised any sort of special treatment in your advancement for candidacy for membership in the Mercenary Guild. In fact—” 
 
    “Brah! That isn’t fair!” Captain Kaupo said. “We were promised—” 
 
    “If you would let me finish,” the Speaker said. He waited for silence then continued, “As I was going to say, in fact, I can’t find any sort of documentation that you exist or even spoke to the guild about membership.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, dude. It was my great, great, great grandmother who spoke to the guild about it. And she was told—” 
 
    “Did she speak to the guild, itself, in a session like we’re in right now?” 
 
    “Well, no, the representative met with us—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Speaker said, “but I’m afraid that whoever you spoke to didn’t have the authority to make that deal, as it was made outside the bounds of the guild’s leadership.” 
 
    “It was one of those giant rats, dude. She said she was the Speaker for the guild!” 
 
    “And she may have been.” Toyn-Zhyll glanced down the table at Prava, who was inspecting one of her claws. She didn’t look up. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t change the fact that what she did was illegal and outside the purview of her position. I’m afraid you will have to complete the full, formal probationary period, as well as file all the appropriate forms with the various guilds and ministries, as well as pay all the applicable fees and application costs.” 
 
    “That totally sucks, dude. We were stoked for this, but you guys are a bunch of frubes.” 
 
    Nigel shrugged when Toyn-Zhyll looked down the table for an interpretation; he didn’t have any idea, either. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s the way it must be,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “If you can’t come down here in person, then you can hire someone to take care of the process for you.” 
 
    “Bunch of Barneys,” the BotSha muttered. 
 
    “Okay, then,” the Speaker concluded. “I will have my assistant send you the paperwork, and you can get started.” 
 
    “Sounds like we’re gonna get worked some more. Whatever.” 
 
    “Well, no one says you have to apply for membership. You don’t have to be mercs.” 
 
    “Yeah, ’cause it’s not like it was promised to us, brah…” 
 
    Toyn-Zhyll pressed a button, ending the conversation. “No sense going any further.” 
 
    “But what if they were promised status for service rendered?” Nigel asked, feeling the need to stick up for the dolphins. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it appears they got taken advantage of,” Toyn-Zhyll said, glancing at Prava again, who continued to ignore him. “They’ll have to follow the normal process.” 
 
    “Which is a bitch,” Nigel noted, having heard about all of Thorb’s travails getting the same status for the SalSha. 
 
    “Completing the process shows they’re serious about membership,” the Speaker said. “It keeps out the riffraff.” He looked around the table. “On to more important things.” 
 
    “Like taking contracts again,” the Bakulu rep said. 
 
    “Well, let’s not get too hasty,” the Speaker said. “We still don’t have independent confirmation that the war is really over. All we have is one ship’s captain from a non-guild-member race who says he was at the Front and the war is over. We need to send someone to the Front for confirmation before we start taking contracts again.” 
 
    “This is insanity,” the MinSha rep said. “Our nests languish, and our children are unfed because we don’t have any credits coming in. If this keeps up, I’ll have to eat my mate!” 
 
    “We need to begin taking contracts,” the Flatar rep agreed. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” cried several voices in the audience. 
 
    “Yes, credits good!” the Oogar added. 
 
    “We will have to discuss the implications,” the Speaker said. “It may mean pushing back lunch—” 
 
    “Well then let’s discuss it,” the Oogar replied. “I can’t pay for lunch—or dinner, either—without credits.” 
 
    “The Oogar is right,” the Tortantula rep added, lisping slightly. “Our eggs hatch with nothing to feed them.” All the representatives nodded in agreement. 
 
    The Speaker slumped, seeing everyone in agreement. Nigel noticed even Prava was nodding with the rest of them, something which had never happened previously. 
 
    “As it seems I am the sole voice of reason in this,” Toyn-Zhyll said, “I am willing to come to some accommodations.” He had to wave a couple of tentacles to get the members of the audience to stop cheering. “Accommodations, I said. I still feel that it is rash to completely ignore what has been happening on the Front to immediately go back to the way things used to be. I think that it would only be prudent to send a ship and get verification.” 
 
    The Bakulu rep wiggled a pseudopod for attention. “We would be happy to send a ship for the normal per diem rate.” 
 
    The Speaker nodded. “All in favor?” The other members indicated their agreement. 
 
    Nigel was torn and reluctantly agreed to send the Bakulu. With zero trust in the majority of the alien species to provide an honest appraisal of anything, he would have rather gone himself to see what was going on at the Front, but he was becoming more and more worried about Alexis. She should have made it back to New Warsaw and sent a message that she’d arrived and that everything was okay with the babies, but Nigel hadn’t heard anything. What did that mean? Hadn’t she arrived? Were the babies not okay? It was eating away at him. Going to the Front when she might need him was the last thing he needed to do; he needed to be there, in New Warsaw, with her. 
 
    “In the interim,” Toyn-Zhyll said, “until we hear back from the Front, I propose that contracts again be allowed—” 
 
    He had to stop as cheers arose not only from the members in the audience, but also from the representatives around the council table. 
 
    “However,” he said in a strong tone, eliciting a number of groans from the audience, “I feel that they should all be approved by the Council here, before they actually go into effect.” 
 
    “But that will mean added delay,” the MinSha rep said. “If I signed a contract on my home world, it would take two weeks to get the contract here, and another two weeks for the approval to arrive back there. That’s a month delay, even without adding in the time it would take here.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t take long,” Nigel said. “We can bang them out quickly, right?” 
 
    “You may be brave, Human,” Prava said, “but you are not very smart.” She smiled. “Do you know how many thousands of contracts are waiting for us to allow companies to begin taking them again? How many hundreds of thousands? We will be inundated.” She stared pointedly at the Speaker. “It will take a significant amount of time to process and sort them, as I’m sure the Speaker knows. Even if he didn’t delay the process at all—which I find highly unlikely—there will be a backlog of contracts. It will take months—maybe years—to clear. And that’s with us just approving them. To actually read and understand them…centuries may not be enough time.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can figure out a way to speed up the process,” Toyn-Zhyll said. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Bakulu muttered from next to Nigel. “But will it be enough?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nigel sent private messages to the Flatar, Tortantula, MinSha, and Bakulu reps, asking them to meet with him in the mess hall. He wanted to meet somewhere a little more private, but there were only a limited number of places where you could meet with a Tortantula and a MinSha. The doorway to his quarters was too small to accommodate the Tortantula, for example, and there were very few places that were really private, despite what Security had said. 
 
    Nigel had been in the Security Officer’s office and seen the replays from all the hidden cameras they had; he was as aware as anyone how not-private the spaces were. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” he said as the other representatives arrived. “I wanted to run something past you.” 
 
    “Why us?” the MinSha rep asked. “I know your opinion of my race, so I am surprised you invited me to any sort of strategy session.” 
 
    Nigel sighed. “That’s true,” he admitted. “But maybe it’s time to put aside some of the things from the past and move forward.” 
 
    The Flatar rep chuckled. “Nigel Shirazi wants to make up with the MinSha? And to think I almost didn’t come to this. I would truly have missed out.” 
 
    The other aliens all laughed, and Nigel’s dark face got even darker. 
 
    “This is serious,” he finally said. 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” the Bakulu rep replied. “If it’s something big enough to get you to talk to a MinSha, it must be.” He held up a pseudopod when Nigel drew a breath. “Relax. I am not giving you a hard time, just stating the obvious. Your enmity toward the MinSha is well known, and not without some reason.” 
 
    “We bombed his country 100 years ago,” the MinSha rep said, “and we were justified in doing so at the time—” 
 
    Nigel held up a hand, cutting her off. “I understand. It was payback for killing the ambassador. While many of us think that nuking our entire country was excessive, I understand your reasons for doing so. Whether the response was justified is a subject for discussion at another time. Besides, most of my enmity with your race is due to the death of my sister, which I now know was something the Merc Guild did, not a MinSha-led thing.” He took a deep breath and blew it out. “I want to talk about something that’s bigger than one man’s grudge.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” asked the Bakulu. 
 
    “By now, all of you have seen the footage from the end of our assault on the Weapons Conglomerate station, right?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “You mean, where your men turn around and start gunning down the Veetanho?” the Flatar asked. He chuckled. “That’s funny as shit. All those Veetanho heads exploding? It’s awesome! I watch that every night before bed so I’ll have pleasant dreams. You should see all the funny memes that some of the troopers—” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” the Tortantula said, tapping the smaller alien on the shoulder. “A simple yes would have been fine.” 
 
    The Flatar’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, I think we’ve all seen it.” 
 
    “Good, although that wasn’t the part I meant, and it wasn’t funny if you were there. I lost a lot of people in that attack, and I had to kill someone I’d known and fought alongside of for a long time.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the person you were chasing?” the Bakulu asked, obviously trying to move the conversation forward. 
 
    “Yes, I was. There was a Lumar who got into a courier ship and disappeared, along with several others. I just had that happen again.” 
 
    “You did?” several of the reps asked simultaneously. 
 
    “When?” asked the MinSha. 
 
    “Where?” asked the Bakulu. 
 
    Nigel looked around the mess hall to see if anyone was trying to listen in. There didn’t appear to be. He leaned in and said softly, “We took an off-the-book contract to assault a facility owned by the Locomotion Guild. We—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the MinSha interrupted. “The who?” 
 
    “Locomotion Guild,” the Bakulu said. “A sub-guild of the Science Guild. They build engines and hyperspace shunts.” 
 
    “In any event, we were told they were working on illegal technology, and we were contracted to find out if it was true. The facility ended up being heavily defended by a number of Goka who we had to fight through in a series of underground tunnels.” 
 
    The reps sat back a little; no one liked fighting Goka underground, even the Tortantulas and MinSha, who were comfortable fighting underground. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nigel said, acknowledging their reactions, “it sucked. Still, we made it through them to the command center.” 
 
    “And did they have the illegal technology?” the Bakulu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. The computer systems detonated at the same time as another one of those courier ships left, leaving us empty-handed.” 
 
    “Did you see who it was this time?” the MinSha asked. 
 
    “No, unfortunately. The Goka held us back long enough that the ship was already in flight when we got there. It departed at over twenty Gs; we couldn’t catch it. Then it jumped out of the system using internal shunts once it was clear of the planet.” 
 
    “Just like the ones at the Weapons Conglomerate,” the Bakulu noted. 
 
    Nigel nodded. “Just like them.” 
 
    “Any ideas on who did it?” the Tortantula asked. 
 
    “It wasn’t Humans,” Nigel said. “There are only a few races that can pull those Gs.” He looked at the MinSha rep and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, we can do that,” the MinSha said, “and yes, I have done it, but not since I was a lot younger. It’s not fun; in fact, it’s more like torture. But yes, we could do it for a short while.” It put its top arms out. “But, that said, it wasn’t us.” 
 
    “And how do we know that?” the Flatar asked. 
 
    “Because I’m here to tell you I don’t know anything about it,” the MinSha said. “We don’t have those courier ships. I’ve never seen them before on any of our planets, nor am I aware of anything like them.” 
 
    “Do you suppose there’s some sort of anti-gravity field inside them?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” the Bakulu said. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because, unlike the MinSha, humanoids can’t take twenty-two Gs. The one I saw at the Weapons Conglomerate had a Lumar get into it before it left. Either there is some sort of field inside the ship, unlike anything we currently are aware of, or the Lumar was brutally, horribly killed.” 
 
    “True,” the Bakulu said, bobbing an eyestalk. “Which do you think it was?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nigel said. “But I’d sure would like to.” 
 
    The MinSha swept an appendage at the rest of the group. “So, why us?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Why are you telling the four of us this? Why not the guild at large?” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “Good question. Several reasons. First, because we are more likely to find out if there is more than just one person looking for the answer. The five of us are more likely to come up with an answer than I could on my own. 
 
    “Why not the guild as a whole? Because there are a lot of members I flat-out don’t trust.” He counted them off on his fingers. “The Veetanho.” Everyone nodded. “The Goka.” More nods. “I don’t think I completely trust the Goltar, including our Speaker. There is some sort of agenda between them and the Veetanho I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” the Bakulu said. 
 
    “Also, with five of us, we have a majority on the Inner Council. We may want to bring in other members of the guild, but having five of us on the Inner Council gives us voting power.” 
 
    “When we can bring the Speaker to call for a vote,” the MinSha noted. 
 
    “True,” Nigel said with a nod. “But he might not see it coming that all of us would be in agreement.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” the Tortantula said. “After all, who would see you conspiring with a MinSha?” She chuckled. “Next thing you know, you’ll be out at the bar with the Veetanho rep.” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “That isn’t likely to happen.” His smile faded. “I wasn’t sure the Lumar and the Oogar reps could be trusted with a secret, and I know the Veetanho can’t be trusted, period. That leaves us with the Speaker.” 
 
    “Who also can’t be trusted,” the Flatar said. “The tentacled bastard.” 
 
    “Which leaves us,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Okay,” the MinSha said. “That makes sense, but I don’t see what you want us to do about it. Without contracts, it’s not like our ships or companies are going to be moving around anywhere we might see these courier ships coming and going. We need to begin taking contracts if we’re to be of any help—and not in the manner the Speaker suggested.” 
 
    “I understand,” Nigel said. “I don’t know what I’m looking for yet, but there was one more reason for bringing you in on this.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the Bakulu. 
 
    “We have a tenet in the Human mercenary units that goes along the lines of ‘Never be the senior man with a secret.’” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the MinSha asked. 
 
    “Normally, the senior person with a secret is the one who gets blamed when things go wrong,” Nigel said. “If he had told someone, then the problem might have been fixed in time. It’s a little worse here. I almost got killed at the Weapons Conglomerate and could have been killed again at the Locomotion Conglomerate. I didn’t want to die and take the info with me. If there is another player out there on the field—if it isn’t the Veetanho or the Goltar behind these courier ships—then I wanted other people to know, too. Hopefully so we can find them, but mostly so—if it isn’t me—someone stops them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Traumb System, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Ske’ii Cromwell?” 
 
    Alexis shook her head, realizing she’d been asleep when F’esk called. “What is a Ske’ii?” 
 
    “Your equivalent would be ship’s captain.” 
 
    “I understand, Osk’ii. Go ahead.” 
 
    “We have completed defragging the ship’s memory.” 
 
    “I will meet you in Conference Room #3. I’ll send my XO to show you the way.” 
 
    “That is not necessary, we’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Alexis made a face as the Dusman cut the transmission. She guessed being annoyed by their knowing their way around Pegasus didn’t make sense. After all, their race designed and built the ship. She burned to know where they’d been hiding out. 
 
    <Do you want to know?> 
 
    “Of course, I do. I didn’t think you would tell me, though.” Her response to the AI was terse. For a lifelong companion, it could be frustrating. 
 
    <I couldn’t before. Now they have left it, I can.> 
 
    “What I’d really like to know is all these rules you seem to be operating under.” 
 
    Ignoring the last comment, a blueprint of Pegasus came alive in her pinplants. Six areas were highlighted. They were on Deck 4, Deck 23, Deck 24, Deck 26, Deck 28, and Deck 32. Decks 4 and 24 were home to the two hyperspace generators. That made sense as there was a lot of wasted space there. It had never been used due to the nature of the generators. Deck 23 was the maintenance deck for shuttles and drones; lots of nooks and crannies. Deck 26 shared a lot of space with Deck 27; they were engineering spaces and shield generators. Like 23, there was a lot of little places. Deck 28 was the rear missile magazine, and 32 was main engineering. 
 
    “Are there other places not listed here?” Alexis used the little zero-G fresher in her ready room to rub water on her face then siphon it dry. It helped. She was hungry, tired, and had to pee. She’d long ago decided being pregnant sucked, and she wasn’t doing it again. 
 
    <You are learning to ask the right questions. The answer is yes, approximately 2,500 cubic meters of spaces which beings the size of a Dusman could take advantage of to hide.> 
 
    “Upload a complete list,” she instructed. Data flowed into her mind. She decided to have a talk with Mr. Long. There were four other Egleesius-class ships in the Hussars’ inventory, not to mention the new Hero-class under construction; she’d be damned if she would have her ships serving as some sort of crazy Dusman taxi service any longer. 
 
    She used the facility and floated out of her ready room, through the CIC. “Conference Room #3, Alana,” she said. Her XO nodded and moved to follow. Together they reached the lift. The crew of the Pegasus had spent the intervening time maneuvering to rendezvous with the stargate and they were on course for a slow approach to give themselves time to complete their planning. 
 
    They rode the lift down to Deck 18, which housed AuxCon as well as drone control and a conference room. Drone control was where Ghost’s living host usually made its home, formerly her sister’s ruined body. While she’d been a prisoner of Peepo, near death, Ghost had decided to change bodies from Alexis’ sister to a former member of the Geek Squad named Patrick Leonard. The AI never explained why. At least Katrina’s body had been laid to rest, at long last. 
 
    On Deck 18, they floated to the conference room and found F’esk already waiting. The Dusman were not only sneaky, they were fast. He was floating next to the conference table, his long tail grasping a handhold. He wore the same deep red uniform he’d worn in the armor earlier. 
 
    “How do you tell your ranks?” Alexis wondered. The uniform seemed to have no adornment whatsoever. 
 
    “You don’t see in the correct spectrum,” the Dusman explained. 
 
    “So how did other races know to address you by your correct rank.” 
 
    “They simply called us Hall’ita, or master, in your language.” 
 
    Alexis felt her mouth narrowing to a line. She was certain F’esk would love to insist she call him master. Fat fucking chance of that, monkey boy. “So, what did you find?” 
 
    F’esk took out a slate, about half the size of the ones she was used to seeing, and activated its built-in Tri-V display. A 3D image of a computer memory map appeared. It was the multi-layered memory style used in Pegasus and the other Egleesius-class battlecruisers. Hussars’ computer techs had long ago written interface protocols allowing them to use the computers, as the battlecruisers were hard-wired with that particular programming. Dr. Sato had said it was an incredibly dense language he never completely understood. 
 
    “You use this style of programming in all your systems?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. It is extremely efficient and able to store multiple orders of magnitude more data than your systems, not to mention process it much faster.” 
 
    “One of your servitor races made it for you?” 
 
    “The Kut’oja were not exactly servitors,” F’esk explained. “They did not discriminate between their customers. You mercenaries would probably understand them.” F’esk laughed; it was the first time she’d seen him laugh. It wasn’t a mirthful thing. “There is a price to be paid for being indiscriminate in your gifts.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Alexis said. 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” 
 
    She felt her anger beginning to rise. One of the twins kicked her in the bladder. She had to pee again. Fuck me. “Maybe you should just explain?” 
 
    “As I said, we’re commandos, not data experts. However, I was able to extract some details. The ship was programmed to ambush you. Then your AI corrupted the internal control nodes. They weren’t expecting that. The robot amalgams you encountered would have infested your ship and killed everyone. The commander realized his position was untenable, so he ejected the crew and killed himself.” 
 
    “Hard core,” Alana said. 
 
    “He must have feared his employers more than he feared you. Anyway, when you tried to use the program written by your AI, it triggered a desperate defense. Your AI informed me what was happening; we did the rest.” 
 
    “Again, my thanks.” 
 
    F’esk gave the barest of nods, and Alexis felt like a beggar who had a rich man drop a credit in his box. It galled her. Such arrogance! 
 
    “They attempted to wipe their memory core, but, again, the AI thwarted them. The amalgam was stopped by us. They succeeded in wiping short term memory, so we don’t know any operational details such as where these ships were going, but we do have the hyperdrive last-known-position report.” The Tri-V changed to a star map. “The system name is Kop’ka. It is like your New Warsaw, a dead system. No listed stargate.” Another map of the immediate area was overlaid. “We know better from the Great War era.” 
 
    The map showed details she could read; it had been partially translated into English for her. A series of detail boxes sprouted from the system, showing such things as the numbers of planets, moons, asteroids, as well as facilities. Listed among the facilities was “Three Class Bravo Ship Manufactories.” “We believe this is one of the Weapons Conglomerate bases, and possibly its headquarters. It is well hidden and ideal for their uses.” 
 
    <I concur.> 
 
    “Excellent. We’ll make that our destination. Alana, send this along with Marmoset back to New Warsaw. Let them know we’re jumping there in twenty-four hours, and we expect to send back a courier after we’ve secured the system.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Alana said, and closed her eyes to use her pinplants. 
 
    Alexis noted her actions, then looked at the Dusman. “I just realized, none of you use pinplants. Why is that?” 
 
    The Dusman’s face darkened, and his ears gave a flick. “We don’t find them overly useful,” he said, and made a dismissive gesture. “If you’ll excuse me, I want to talk to my team and plan how we can assist upon arrival.” He left without waiting for her acknowledgment. 
 
    Alexis watched him leave, as at home in zero G as any race she’d ever seen. “Not useful,” she said in a mocking tone, once F’esk was gone. “What a load of Oogar shit.” The Dusman were nothing short of wizards with technology, failing to use something as incredibly versatile as pinplants made absolutely no sense at all. Unless they knew something everyone else didn’t? 
 
    A short distance away, a man who’d once been a member of her crew was acting as a biological surrogate for an AI. The computer program had taken him over through his pinplants, of which most Geek Squad members had at least two or more. Her sister, Katrina, also had numerous pinplants. What if…she wondered. 
 
    Alexis reached up and touched the little metallic contact behind her ear, the pinlink which penetrated through her skull into the pinplants placed there many years ago. She gave a little shiver and pulled her hand away. 
 
    What if? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    “Wake him up,” Jim said. 
 
    Dr. Ben Arthur, chief physician on Bucephalus scowled at the company commander. “I don’t think that’s ethical, Colonel.” Jim raised an eyebrow at him, and the doctor swallowed. “He’s injured pretty badly.” 
 
    “Not as badly as he’s going to be,” Jim said. “Are you refusing to carry out my orders?” 
 
    The doctor looked from Captain Su to Jim and back again. “Yes, I’m sorry. My Hippocratic Oath is quite clear in this—” 
 
    “Get out,” Jim snapped, and the doctor fled. 
 
    “What is a Hippocratic?” Achilles asked. When the Dusman returned with Jim on the dropship, Achilles accompanied Jim, along with Athena. Guess they like Greek names. 
 
    “The Hippocratic Oath is something Human doctors take. The central tenet of it is ‘do no harm.’” 
 
    Achilles took out a tiny slate and tapped on it for a moment. “Oh, yes, I thought it sounded familiar from my reading. Hippocrates, philosopher, 460-370 BC.” 
 
    “You’ve read a lot of our history?” 
 
    “Particularly your Greek writings and history. Fascinating glimpse into what Humans are.” Achilles grinned. “As you can guess by our names, everyone in my commando team are also fans.” Athena rolled her eyes and went back to staring at the unconscious Zuparti. 
 
    “Nobody chose Hippocrates?” 
 
    Achilles shook his head. “No, his ideal that medicine was only to be used to heal was sentimental nonsense.” Achilles pointed at the Zuparti. “What can you do without the physician?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’m afraid.” He glanced at the medkit on his belt. “My nanite treatment isn’t keyed for their physiology. I could give him some stimulants, but I don’t know if—” 
 
    “Stand aside,” Athena said, and moved next to the examination table. 
 
    “Is she a medic?” Jim asked Achilles. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jim watched as the Dusman removed a module from a belt pouch. It reminded him of a tiny satphone. She opened it to show an even tinier Tri-V display. The language, or whatever it was, made no sense to him. The closest thing he’d seen to it was from the movie The Matrix, only it flowed in all three dimensions. That would drive me mad, he thought. 
 
    Athena used a tiny claw to catch floating icons and move them around, altering the patterns each time until an entirely new design was flowing in a helix pattern. “This should work,” she said and touched a control on the device. A three-centimeter-long needle snapped out, and she plunged it into the center of the alien’s chest. 
 
    The Zuparti opened his mouth and screamed, arching his back, his limbs spasming. The two Dusman did nothing to restrain the alien; they just backed away. The medical bay was in the gravity ring of Bucephalus. As soon as Jim said they were coming back with wounded, Captain Su had spun the ring up to one-quarter G. Jim gawked in indecision, and the Zuparti fell off the table, crashing to the floor in the low gravity, flailing wildly all the way. 
 
    “What did you give him?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Generic healing nanites. Non-specific.” Athena closed the device and put it away. 
 
    “Do your regular nanites hurt?” 
 
    Achilles looked scandalized. “Of course not! You don’t think we’re barbarians, do you?” The Zuparti gasped and jerked on the floor. 
 
    “I think ours still need some work then.” Of course, he was being generous. Human nanites hurt like a motherfucker, and the treatment for toughening ligaments and muscles—to aid in operating CASPers—was so bad they usually knocked you out. 
 
    Jim noticed the horrified look on Captain Su’s face. She swallowed and stared at the Zuparti whose spasms were slowing. “Do you think it was actually a healing treatment?” she asked him via their pinplants. The Dusman didn’t use pinplants, so it was a secure means of communication. 
 
    “Look at his face,” Jim said. The Zuparti’s weasel-like muzzle had once showed a nasty gash, so deep his teeth had been visible. The wound was closing, though the color of the fur growing in at a frightening rate didn’t match. The alien had light brown fur; everywhere the nanites healed wounds, they left traces of brilliant white. 
 
    The Zuparti opened his eyes, gasping for breath, then he looked down at himself lying on the floor with two Humans and two Dusman staring down at him. His hand grabbed at his uniform front, which still had a tear, and the healed skin under it, now covered in white fur. 
 
    “W-what happened?” he asked. Jim’s pinplants translated it into English. He didn’t know how the Dusman translated the alien’s language, but they obviously understood. 
 
    “I saved your miserable life, sub-creature,” Achilles spat. 
 
    The Zuparti spared another glance at Jim and Su, but then stared at the two Dusman. He took in their tiny statures, then their simple, short-sleeved, dark red uniform tunics. “What race are you?” 
 
    “May I question him?” Jim asked. 
 
    Achilles glanced back at him as if he only just remembered the Humans were in the room. For the barest pause, Jim thought he saw hesitation. Then he responded, “Of course, Vok’ka.” He and Athena moved to the side of the examination table, still within close proximity, and took up what Jim would have called a parade rest. They half-sat on their haunches, tails flicking from side to side, ears straight up at attention, arms crossed over their chests. It would have been amusing if he didn’t find it somewhat disquieting. Who’s really in charge here? 
 
    “You know who I am,” Jim said. “Who are you?” 
 
    The Zuparti slowly sat up. It was clear he was still in a great deal of pain. “None of your business.” 
 
    “It’s all my business. I am the Minister of War, and you are in the custody of the Terran Federation. I have already drafted three articles against you.” Jim ticked them off on his fingers. “Eleven counts of murder for Barstow and the ten people we found dead. Multiple counts of attacking Federation officials and military, or units acting on behalf of the Federation military. Suspicion of and conspiracy to commit piracy. Oh, and a handful of various other crimes I’ve just listed under asshole for now.” 
 
    Achilles gave a little snorting laugh, sounding almost like Splunk for a second. He glanced over and saw Athena shaking her head and rolling her eyes. The female was definitely the harder of the two, though Jim suspected Achilles could be lethal if he needed to be. Athena, though, probably just liked it. 
 
    “To entropy with you, Human.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye Jim saw Athena take out the medical device again. He was wondering what she was doing when she touched a control, and the Zuparti screamed. It was brief and clipped, and the little weasel-like alien’s black eyes were wide in terror. 
 
    “Answer the Vok’ka’s question,” Achilles said. Athena waved the device, and as the Zuparti looked at her, she hit it again with the same results. 
 
    “Colonel, I’m not sure I agree with this,” Captain Su said. 
 
    “Will there be any lasting injury?” Jim asked Achilles. 
 
    “Not unless we want there to be,” the Dusman answered and slowly turned his head to smile at the Zuparti. 
 
    Su looked unhappy, to say the least. 
 
    “I’ll give you a report afterwards,” Jim said. Her mouth became a thin line, and she turned and left. “Now, I’ll ask again. What’s your name?” 
 
    “I am Keewa,” the Zuparti said. 
 
    “Who do you work for?” Again, he paused. Athena sighed and reached for the device. 
 
    “I work for Kethra Syndicate!” he almost yelled. 
 
    “Come on,” Jim said, making a continue gesture. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Jim nodded to the question. “I think that’s obvious; your system has an incredibly rich asteroid belt and cometary halo. You’re barely exploiting it.” 
 
    “So, your syndicate just moved in?” Jim demanded. 
 
    “We were invited,” Keewa insisted. 
 
    Jim was confused, then a lightbulb went off in his mind. “Peepo?” The Zuparti nodded. “Mother fucker.” He paused, thinking. “Okay, Keewa of the Kethra Syndicate, you are going to give me all the details of your operations here in the Sol system.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    Athena held up the device. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “Very well,” Keewa said. Saying he would give them the information looked almost as painful to him as the torture. “But I don’t know everything; I’m just a controller here on this habitat.” 
 
    “It will be enough,” Jim said. He took out a slate to take manual notes. Sometimes looking at things helped him think it through. “Talk.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel went back to his quarters after meeting with the other representatives and checked his messages, but there was still no word from Alexis. No message that she’d arrived safely, no word on what was going on in New Warsaw…nothing. 
 
    He checked the date. Since he’d last seen Alexis, he’d gone to Earth and then on to the Locomotion Conglomerate, and then returned to Capital Planet. There should have been plenty of time for Alexis to make it Home and send a message back to him that everything was fine. With Alexis’ courier network, ships were always on the move around the galaxy, and word should have arrived by now. 
 
    He had received a couple of messages from Earth: Jim was cleaning out the asteroid belt and Sansar had left the system. He shrugged, guessing that she’d gone to the Spine Nebula to see what that mission was all about, as she’d been curious about it. Everyone’s yacks were getting tight; you had to take work where you could find it, as he well knew. 
 
    But Alexis…she should have sent word by now. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Unless something had gone wrong with the babies. Even with nanites and better health care, pregnancies were still not without their dangers. Perhaps something had happened to her or the babies, and she didn’t want to send a message she knew would upset him. She had to know that if she sent that kind of message—that something had happened to her or the babies—he would leave Capital Planet immediately to be by her side. 
 
    The only thing that would be worse was if she was unable to send a message; if she were sick or had died in childbirth and her second-in-command were afraid to send a message to him. No, worse than that would be if she’d arrived to find that New Warsaw had been captured by…he didn’t know who. He didn’t think the Merc Guild could send forces without him knowing, but maybe the Veetanho had? Maybe there were forces that hadn’t received word the war was over? 
 
    A million scenarios about what could have happened went through his mind, each worse than the one before. An hour later, he couldn’t take it anymore, and he decided to go to New Warsaw and find out for himself. It was likely that her message had just gotten lost in transit and Alexis was probably returning to Capital Planet—and that their paths would cross en route—but he had to know! 
 
    He had to do something—anything—to find out. He couldn’t sit on his hands any longer. He called up to the Revenge and had just enough time to send a message to the Speaker, letting him know Nigel wouldn’t be available for a while, prior to hopping on a shuttle to the starport to catch his ride up to the ship. Two hours later, the Revenge and the Retribution broke orbit and proceeded to the stargate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Rolling Stone Habitat, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    An hour later, Jim walked out of the sick bay with the two Dusman. He was so used to having Splunk ride his shoulder, it was strange to have the aliens walking along with him. 
 
    “You believe what the Zuparti said, Vok’ka?” Achilles asked. 
 
    “Mostly yes, Osk’ii. I’m sure some is subterfuge, but only as much as Keewa guessed he could get away with. After all, we have his shuttle and its contents.” Inside the shuttle, Jim’s men found 6.5 million in hard credits and another 50 million in red diamonds. There were no navigational logs; the Zuparti deleted those moments before Achilles and his Konar tore open the cockpit and dragged him out. 
 
    “It’s enough to find Klotho 97, though,” he continued. 
 
    “The missing asteroid which caused you to come out here?” Athena asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jim confirmed. 
 
    “Why are you worried about a single asteroid?” Achilles asked. 
 
    “Because I believe it’s at the core of their efforts.” And it’s more than stealing minerals. “I need you to let Captain Su know where you’ve been hiding on Bucephalus,” he said to Achilles. 
 
    “We are not interfering with the operation of the ship,” Achilles complained. 
 
    “I didn’t say you were, but this is her ship, she’s the Ske’ii, and it’s disrespectful for you not to subject yourself to her rule.” 
 
    Achilles stopped and stared at him, his mouth falling open a little. He closed it and regarded Jim with a calculating stare. “Splunk has taught you more than I believed, Vok’ka. I will do as you order.” 
 
    Jim nodded, and they continued. He didn’t tell Achilles that Splunk hadn’t taught him anything about their customs. The words had just come to him, just like the thoughts about what might be going on at Klotho 97. The word-like sounds she used when talking with him, which he’d learned were not verbal, were entirely different, and he knew less about them. 
 
    Their destination was about one AU away, with one stop between Rolling Stone and there for a small independent mining operation. He’d find out if he was right in a few days. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Hyperspace, Approaching Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    They’d planned the operation prior to the jump needed to reach their destination. The Dusman provided details on the system, which Alexis was now sure was one of the Dusman’s starship manufacturing facilities 20,000 years ago. They were as eager to see the system as she was. 
 
    The problem with reconnoitering and potentially assaulting the system was the unknown. The Dusman could provide the details on what potential defenses might have existed, but all of them were out of date before Humans learned to read and write. They obviously had no more idea what was there now than she did. It called for either a stealthy recon or a full-fledged invasion. She didn’t feel like taking in Pegasus by itself, and her squadron of six ships was hardly an intimidating fleet. Two of the ships weren’t even ships of the line. 
 
    “We have to do this the way the Hussars do it.” 
 
    “How’s that?” F’esk asked. 
 
    “Unconventionally.” 
 
    It wasn’t the greatest way to run an operation, but Pegasus had done it many times. Very carefully, four of the warships maneuvered into contact with Pegasus and mated to its four main docking points. The remaining escort, Damocles, docked with Draco. It looked a little like a bundle of bullets when they were done, with Damocles sticking out on one side. 
 
    “The hyperspacial physics of this configuration are not stable,” F’esk noted as he examined the projected image in the CIC. 
 
    “Ghost can handle it,” Alexis assured him. 
 
    “We know what an AI can do.” 
 
    The rest of the CIC officers kept glancing uncomfortably at the Dusman. It was rare to have visitors in the CIC during operations. And this visitor was from a race long thought dead, which made it both rare and surreal at the same time. Alexis whispering to the little furred alien, so similar to Jim Cartwright’s companion, didn’t help a bit. 
 
    Once all five ships were secured to Pegasus, Ghost took all the data the Dusman had provided on their target system, combined it with what was already known from the Cartography Guild’s records, and calculated what was needed for a precision, non-standard emergence. 
 
    “We used this tactic to great effect during the Great War,” F’esk admitted. 
 
    “I’m sure you did,” Alexis noted dryly. 
 
    Pegasus activated her hyperspace shunts to create the discontinuity into hyperspace, turned on her hyperdrive, and precipitated out of the normal universe. 
 
    The Dusman kept to themselves while they were in hyperspace and were only spotted in the common areas a handful of times when one of them appeared in the mess and loaded up on various meats. They preferred to eat in private, apparently. 
 
    Alexis didn’t bother assigning a guard; she was one who believed in giving someone all the rope they needed to hang themselves. Ghost assured her he could inform her when they left their area, and, during the week in hyperspace, Alexis had Afeeko working in all their hiding spaces installing cameras. Those cameras would be easy for the tech savvy Dusman to find, the nanites set in the area with microscopic triggers were not. As soon as they broke her rules, she’d know. They didn’t during the entire trip. 
 
    After 170 hours in the white nothingness, they were ready to emerge into the Kop’ka star system. F’esk was again in the CIC as the clock ran down. He didn’t ask for a seat or anything, saying he would be fine without it. Instead he floated behind Alexis’s command chair, clinging to a reinforcing beam. 
 
    “Emergence in T minus ten seconds,” Freep said. “Three…two…one…We have emergence.” 
 
    “Mark our location and scan the vicinity.” 
 
    Kop’ka was listed as a binary system with highly eccentric stars. The larger of the two, Kop’ka A, was a supermassive red giant, around which orbited a much smaller blue-white star several orders of magnitude brighter than its companion. The second star, Kop’ka B, orbited far enough out that it had its own planets. 
 
    “No ships in close proximity,” Jesus announced. “Standard drones in the black to extend baseline.” 
 
    “Negative-match on position lock,” Freep said, his eyes closed tightly as he sorted data. 
 
    An alarm sounded. 
 
    “Radiation warning,” Afeeko said. 
 
    “We are not where we were supposed to be,” Freep said. “The star cluster is correct, however we appear to be in the gravitic eddy between Kop’ka A and Kop’ka B.” 
 
    “SitCon, get an analysis of what happened!” 
 
    <We’ve been caught in a hyperspace interdiction field.> 
 
    “I’d guess they have an interdictor going,” F’esk said at the same time as Ghost. 
 
    “I thought those were just a legend,” Alexis said. Her mother had told her stories about ships disappearing; all spacers had heard such stories. Most were certainly ones who’d had their hyperdrives fail. They’d found many remnants of ships which had fallen into the oblivion of Second Level Hyperspace. They’d been one such ship, but Ghost knew how to get out. In fact, owing to the strange physics of Second Level Hyperspace, you could instantly move vast distances. The problem was that there were things which considered it their home, and they were very jealous of it. 
 
    “They are very real,” F’esk said. “How do you think the Kahraman have been kept out of your precious Union for eons? The same way we were able to have battle lines in three dimensions: interdictors.” 
 
    “Then why did we drop out at exactly the scheduled time?” Sofeeka, the TacCom asked. 
 
    “Coincidence,” F’esk said with a shrug. 
 
    “It would explain why we’re not in the right position,” Freep said. 
 
    <There was a 0.34 second deviation between expected hyperspace emergence and actual.> Ghost noted. 
 
    “We’re only six AU from Kop’ka A,” Jesus said. “The radiation flux from that red giant is brutal.” 
 
    “Deploy the squadron,” Alexis ordered. “We can’t use shields in this configuration.” 
 
    “If we have to run…” Alana whispered. 
 
    “I know,” Alexis replied. If they had to run, only Pegasus had hyperspace shunts. The other ships would have to be attached to her or they’d be left behind. But the radiation was a danger, and she didn’t want to simply run. The six of them were more formidable when deployed 
 
    “Squadron deploying,” Lieutenant Mary Bainbridge, the SitCon reported. “I have a high confidence we were indeed forced out of hyperspace early. Tracing our course, another fraction of a second would have put us on target.” 
 
    “Which means this is possibly a killbox,” Alexis growled. Pegasus vibrated as the other ships detached and carefully maneuvered away. “As soon as we’re clear, all ships to three Gs of acceleration. We’re going to need speed.” 
 
    “Fusion torches!” Jesus said in a slightly elevated voice. “Three—no, four torches, three-one-one mark zero-zero-fiver.” 
 
    The big CIC Tri-V came alive with the data as their battlespace was assembled. For a moment it was the entire binary star system, with a little blue dot in the center between the blue-white and red stars, to represent Pegasus. Then it rapidly zoomed in on an area devoid of any planetary bodies. All six of the Hussars’ ships were centered in it, a scale of measurement was defined, and a light second out four ships were indicated by energy spikes from their fusion torches. 
 
    “Battlecruisers,” Jesus said. “Approximate to Egleesius-class.” 
 
    Telescopes on Pegasus sought out the ships some 300 thousand kilometers away. Even from such a distance the slim cigar-like shape was unmistakable, down to the petal doors in the nose. 
 
    “They look just like our ship,” Freep said, pointing. 
 
    “Yes, Ensign,” Alexis agreed. “Yes, they do. TacCom, contact Captain Donald Thibodeau on Manticore, order him to immediately begin launching all drones. Bring the fleet into combat posture, prepare to attack.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    “We have a Type 3A drone on sensors.” 
 
    Jim looked up from the display he was examining, the stylized CASPer spinning in place where he was buckled into his CIC chair. Captain Su floated in from her ready room at the call. 
 
    “Let’s see it,” she said. The bridge’s Tri-V showed the Human-made drone riding a liquid fuel rocket. 
 
    “I didn’t know any of those were still around,” the TacCom said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Su admitted. 
 
    “Are they old?” Jim asked. 
 
    “As sin,” Su said. “We tried to design our own hardware on Earth for about thirty years before companies began folding. It was too easy to get superior, if outdated, stuff from the aliens.” She pointed at the drone. “That’s just about the last one, made by Rockwell, if I remember right. When they folded up starship production, about all we had in the game were guns and CASPers.” 
 
    “Dad said nobody in the galaxy wanted to build our CASPers for us,” Jim said. “Probably afraid it would piss off one of the big alien merc races. Binnig was a hot mess back then, but they delivered.” He thought about 75 years ago. “They came out with the Mk 4 around the same time that was made?” Looking at the display, he thought it looked more like the ancient Voyager probe than an actual drone, but with prominent fuel tanks. 
 
    “We never figured out how to make our own fusion plants,” Su told him. “By the time we realized F11 was in more than just the plasma flow, actually in the core jacket itself, Westinghouse had lost its shirt.” 
 
    “Shame we didn’t have some warning the aliens were coming,” Jim said. “Anyway, someone out here is using antiques, what does that tell us?” 
 
    “That they’re as nervous about aliens, so they won’t use their tech?” the sensor ops suggested. Her console beeped, and she checked a readout. “It’s scanning us.” 
 
    Jim chuckled. “With what?” 
 
    “Radar,” was the reply. “Captain, should I jam it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid active jamming might destroy the poor thing,” Su replied. 
 
    The CIC door slid aside, and Achilles floated in. Jim had a jolt of excitement which quickly dissipated. For a second, he’d thought it was Splunk, as the two Dusman were similarly colored. Achilles and the rest of his squad were billeted in a visiting officer’s cabin now, across the hall from Jim. Surprisingly, they hadn’t put up a fuss when he insisted they stop hiding in the ship. 
 
    “As the Vok’ka orders,” was all Achilles had said. The one thing he had insisted on was keeping watch on the prisoner. “He is our thrall, since we captured him.” 
 
    Jim didn’t like the meaning he found attached to the term thrall. It was less a prisoner and more a slave. Well, servant at least. 
 
    “Fine with me,” Su had agreed. “I don’t really have the personnel to guard him anyway.” 
 
    While the Zuparti bore no visible effects of the Dusman’s torture, his scars were internal. He refused to look at the Dusman, or Jim for that matter. He answered questions quickly and directly. It was like his will had been carved out with a knife, or maybe a nanite. 
 
    Rolling Stone was left in trust to a group of miners as nobody had clear title to it. Jim made it clear that any looting of station equipment would be considered an act of piracy. He radioed to Earth where the Terran Federation was still hashing out their rules of use and ownership in the solar system. His fellow minister said they’d send someone out as soon as they could. He doubted it would be soon. At least it wasn’t a haven for pirates anymore. Hopefully. 
 
    “What’s nearby?” Captain Su asked her navigational team. 
 
    “There should be three mining outposts in these orbits as well as one small habitat.” 
 
    “A habitat, out here?” Jim wondered aloud. 
 
    “It’s closer than the Kuiper belt,” Su replied. “A lot of people out-migrated as soon as they were able after first contact.” She paused, thinking. “Comms, send an announcement of who we are, that Minister Cartwright is aboard, and why we’re here. Please send it in the clear.” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain. Transmitting.” 
 
    She looked at Jim and shrugged. “That might make the curious respond,” she said. “The fearfully aggressive wouldn’t be swayed by it.” 
 
    “We’re still two days from the coordinates Keewa gave us, yes?” he wondered. 
 
    “Based on our current coasting delta-v, that is correct.” 
 
    Jim nodded and waited. Achilles had found a handhold to hang onto and simply watched with large blue-on-blue eyes. Captain Su looked like she was trying to pretend the Dusman was not there. 
 
    “We’re getting relay comms from the drone.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Captain Su said. 
 
    “What ya want here?” 
 
    Jim blinked at the language. “Sounds like they’re claiming ownership to your asteroid field,” Achilles said. 
 
    Captain Su gave a snort and gestured for transmission. “This is Captain Su of EMS Bucephalus, who is this?” 
 
    “None of your business,” the voice replied almost immediately. 
 
    Su gestured to cut transmission and turned to the radio operator. “Almost no lag,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain, they’re nearby. I’m finding the relay carrier…got it. Performing a trace.” The results only took seconds. “Got it, on Tri-V.” 
 
    The main CIC Tri-V split, with one quarter showing the coasting ancient, chemical-fueled drone, and the rest showing a map of their area of the solar system. Rolling Stone was clearly visible, now far astern. Bucephalus and the drone were right next to each other, for economy of scale, and an indicator was flashing not too far away. 
 
    “Asteroid JR-1997A,” the navigator reported. “Last known owner was a family operation, the Johnson’s. They staked a claim to it in 2055 for use as a mining operation hub. Abandoned as of 2119, during the last survey by the Earth Republic.” 
 
    “Looks like someone moved in,” Jim said. 
 
    “The old drone was probably left behind years ago as junk,” Su said. “Give me a high-power scan of JR-1997A and its environs.” 
 
    “Picking up two starships with fusion reactors on standby. Based on profile, they are frigate-sized.” 
 
    “Could they just be some Humans hiding out from the war?” Jim wondered. A second later an alarm klaxon sounded and two red points on the Tri-V left the asteroid and raced toward them. 
 
    “Missiles in the black,” the TacCom announced. “They have acquired us. Acceleration around 150 Gs. Radiological scan is inconclusive.” 
 
    “Answers your question rather succinctly,” Captain Su said to Jim. 
 
    “I’d like to know who’s there,” Jim said quietly. 
 
    “We’ll see if I can accommodate you. TacCom, raise shields. Forward laser batteries, point defense power. Splash the missiles before they pass boost phase.” 
 
    A buzzer echoed, and the two missiles winked out. “Splash two missiles,” TacCom said. The lights dimmed and another alarm sounded. “Hit on the forward shield.” He examined his board. “Laser, in the 50-megawatt range.” 
 
    “Not much more than a mining laser,” Su said. “Comms.” The comms officer nodded. “This is Bucephalus. I understand you want your privacy, but if you fire another missile at me, I’m going to consider you less than hospitable and respond in kind.” Again, the alarm sounded. 
 
    “Four more missiles in the black; they’ve acquired us.” The officer, having already been given authorization to deal with attacks, immediately shot the missiles down. “I have a profile on the missiles,” he said, and the data appeared on the Tri-V. 
 
    Captain Su examined it. “Type 98Z, a Zuul design, and about two hundred fifty years old. Still, not uncommon because there are a motherload of them available; they’re cheap too.” She glanced at Jim and scowled. “TacCom, two missiles, conventional warhead. Target wide, if you will.” 
 
    “Roger that, ma’am.” The TacCom programmed his system, and the hull reverberated as the pair of missiles were ejected. “Missiles in the black.” Unlike the cheap older missiles used by the unknown enemy, the ones from Bucephalus raced away at 500 Gs. They were state of the art, bought from the Winged Hussars, and widely considered among the best in the galaxy. In addition to their speed, their boost phase was short, so they were harder to hit early on. 
 
    “They tried intercepting,” the TacCom said, then laughed. “Same laser, it appears.” 
 
    Four seconds later, the two missiles exploded, one on either side of the asteroid and the two ships moored to it. 
 
    “Comms,” Su ordered. “JR-1997A, care to exchange pleasantries again, or should the next missiles be nuclear?” 
 
    “What do you want?” the same voice replied. 
 
    “Stand down, so we can talk.” 
 
    “You aliens?” 
 
    Jim’s eyebrows furrowed. The voice sounded vaguely Southern. 
 
    “No, this is EMS—that’s Earth Mercenary Ship—Bucephalus, belonging to Cartwright’s Cavaliers. We’re out here on a mission from the Terran Federation.” 
 
    “I thought they’n was a Republic?” 
 
    “How long have you been out of comms with Earth?” 
 
    “Our relay went out a year ago. We figured them aliens conquered the planet.” 
 
    “Nothing can be further from the truth. We defeated Peepo’s army and sent them packing. Earth, and all Human colonies, are free. In fact, a Human now sits on the Mercenary Guild Council.” 
 
    “Get the heck out of here!” 
 
    “What?” Captain Su said. 
 
    “It’s a saying,” Jim jumped in. “Kind of like saying, ‘You’re joking!’” 
 
    “Oh,” she said to Jim, then turned back to the distant speaker. “I am being truthful.” 
 
    “Well, bein’ as y’all got us outgunned anyway, why don’cha come on over. Don’t have any beer, do ya?” 
 
    “You’re just going over there?” Achilles asked, the amazement in his voice obvious. He pointed at the Tri-V image of the asteroid habitat and two ships. “They just tried to kill you.” 
 
    Jim shrugged. “Yeah, but they didn’t succeed.” He didn’t see how Achilles’s mouth hung open as he left the CIC. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Revenge, Emergence Area, New Warsaw 
 
    “Sir, New Warsaw Defense Command wants to know our intentions.” 
 
    Captain Gallagher, the CO of Revenge, turned to Nigel. “What do you want to tell them?” 
 
    “Tell them this is Colonel Cromwell’s husband, and we wish clearance to proceed to wherever she is.” 
 
    “They said to stand by,” the comm officer said after passing the message. 
 
    “Stand by?” Nigel asked, his voice rising. “I didn’t just travel all this distance to ‘stand by.’” Before he could say anything else, he got notification of an incoming comm request from Commander Stacy, who he knew Alexis had left in charge of New Warsaw when she left. 
 
    “Congratulations!” Commander Stacy said. 
 
    “What?” Nigel asked at the non-sequitur. “Congratulations on what?” 
 
    “On your marriage.” She smiled. “I never thought Alexis would get married.” 
 
    “Well, we haven’t actually gotten married, but she’s the mother of my children,” Nigel said with a growl. “Speaking of which, where is she?” 
 
    Stacy twitched backward in surprise. “What do you mean? Alexis isn’t with you? She’s not here.” 
 
    “She’s not? She swore to me she was coming here!” 
 
    “No, Colonel. The last I heard was that she was heading to the Kop’ka system to investigate something and that she’d check back in once she was finished there. We haven’t heard anything from her since.” 
 
    “What do you know about the system and her mission there?” 
 
    “We don’t know anything. Our star charts show it as a dead system with no useful resources.” 
 
    “And? What do you know about her mission there?” 
 
    “Well…uh…” 
 
    “What?” Nigel roared. “We don’t have time for this! Alexis could—no, Alexis probably is in danger!” 
 
    Commander Stacey’s shoulders slumped. “She said to keep this private…” Nigel continued to glare at her. “But you probably need the info so…” She sighed, and Nigel could see her give in the rest of the way. “She went to the Kop’ka system because she had word that the Weapons Conglomerate had a facility there.” 
 
    “And you let her? You let a pregnant woman go to a system where there’s going to be combat?” 
 
    “Colonel, you know Alexis as well as I do, probably better. Even if she’d been here—which she wasn’t; she just sent word back without giving me a way to reply—there’s no way I could have stopped her. She can be very…headstrong.” 
 
    Nigel sighed. “Yes, she can.” He thought for a second then his shoulders slumped. “I am, of course, going after her. Even as rash as I am sometimes, though, I don’t particularly want to take on a Weapons Conglomerate facility with only a merc cruiser and a transport. Even I’m not that foolish. Do you have any extra ships you can spare?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Commander Elizabeth Stacy looked away from the Tri-V showing Nigel Shirazi’s ships hovering at New Warsaw’s emergence point. She’d been worried since she got the message from Alexis. Marmoset’s return as a damaged courier didn’t bode well, as it reduced her boss’s fleet strength considerably, and she obviously intended to go into harm’s way. 
 
    She had almost exercised second-in-command privilege and sent reinforcements. Almost. You didn’t override Alexis Cromwell lightly. Sure, as second in command of the Winged Hussars, she had more leeway than most. It didn’t extend forever, though. Defying Alexis’s will could have serious repercussion. 
 
    “Do you think Colonel Cromwell will really marry Colonel Shirazi?” her assistant, Lieutenant Afto, asked. The elSha was head-deep in a control console after they’d come to inspect the rebuilt CIC only to find half of the systems still not working. Afto had started in the Geek Squad before taking combat arms classes and working on ships. She might well make a capable ship’s master if she survived being assistant to the Hussars’ second-in-command. Stacy wished it would have been Evie Miller. However, her XO on Shadowfax needed to stay on board in her captain’s absence. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Stacy said. I don’t think she’s thought that far ahead. The idea of Alexis Cromwell married didn’t seem to fit within the rules of the universe. 
 
    “What are you going to do, ma’am?” 
 
    Stacy looked around the CIC and all the busy techs. It didn’t help her make up her mind, but it gave her a chance to think for a minute. Using her pinplants, she pulled up the fleet readiness charts and projected them on the CIC’s Tri-V. The ships were highlighted green for available, yellow for under repair or upgrades, red for non-combat ready, blue for emergency availability, and orange for on deployment. Far too many were blue and yellow. Entropy. 
 
    “Okay,” she said and took a deep breath. “We can’t hand Shirazi a bunch of ships, so who’s on the hot board for away action?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Drizz,” Afto said immediately, clearly anticipating her commanding officer’s train of thought. 
 
    Drizz had done time in multiple Hussars’ branches. One of only a handful of Zuul in the Hussars, they didn’t often end up in space arms. Dogs in space, and that kinda thing. After he’d started training, he’d moved into intel and worked his way up to command a frigate. Then he was assigned as the guild liaison officer on Earth, which was where he was when the war broke out. He distinguished himself helping dozens of merc units escape Peepo’s trap. 
 
    They’d been in desperate need of combat-qualified ship captains when he arrived back in New Warsaw, so he’d been promoted from lieutenant to lieutenant commander and given one of the newly acquired Egleesius-class battlecruisers—Nuckelavee. During the war, he’d gone from a commander with barely any experience to one of the most combat-experienced commanding officers. He was about to take another jump. 
 
    “Get him on the horn.” 
 
    A second later, he called in. “Commander Stacy, how can I help you?” the Zuul captain asked. 
 
    Stacy had already finished the necessary shuffling of resources and messaged ships’ captains with flash alerts. “Captain, you’re being assigned squadron command of a combat task force for immediate departure.” 
 
    “I’m…sorry, what?” 
 
    “You heard me, Captain.” 
 
    “With all due respect, I’ve never commanded a squadron.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that,” Stacy replied. “Colonel Cromwell is in harm’s way with insufficient throw-weight if things turn bad. Colonel Shirazi is at the emergence area with a merc cruiser and a transport. He won’t be much help in a slugging match, but his ships are competently commanded. They’ll at least know enough to stay out of the way when it goes to shit. He’s also probably going to lose it and go for Colonel Cromwell if she is in any kind of danger. Try to cover his ass, but that is not the primary objective. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I’m giving you twenty-seven ships, including yours, of course, and all twelve of the new Rapier-class.” 
 
    “You think it’s going to get bad?” 
 
    “I do,” she confirmed. “I’d take this command myself, but you know the standing orders. Either the colonel or I must remain in New Warsaw at all times. You’re senior.” 
 
    “Captain Teenge in Arion is senior.” 
 
    “He is, and Arion is still not one hundred percent after having her computers shot to shit.” She paused for a second. “Senior officers are not under obligation to take higher command. Are you refusing this assignment, Captain?” 
 
    “No, ma’am!” he snapped. 
 
    Yeah, he sounds offended. Good. “Excellent. Your squadron has been informed of these orders, and I see they’ve already begun mustering. Take command of Task Force Cavalry.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Drizz? 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Bring Alexis home to us?” 
 
    “I will, or I won’t come home.” 
 
    The connection cut. 
 
    “God speed,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Revenge, Emergence Area, New Warsaw 
 
    “Yes,” Commander Stacy said when she returned. “I can send some ships with you. I have identified twenty-seven ships which will participate, led by Lieutenant Commander Drizz on the Egleesius-class battlecruiser Nuckelavee.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nigel replied. “That’s quite the fleet.” 
 
    “Well, you know Colonel Cromwell. She doesn’t do anything in half measures. If she’s in trouble, she’s in big trouble.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Me, too. That’s why I’ve sent all I could with you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He gave her a half smile. “We’ll find her and bring her home. I promise.” 
 
    Stacy nodded, and Nigel cut the connection. He turned to Captain Gallagher. “Time to go rescue my…the mother of my children.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Captain Gallagher said. “Can I assume the Kop’ka system is our next destination?” 
 
    “It is. Best speed to the stargate if you would please, Captain. We will be joined by twenty-seven ships en route.” 
 
    “So, at least we’re not on our own as we go tilt at this windmill.” He smiled to show he was kidding. Mostly. 
 
    “Umm…” the navigator said, interrupting. “That system doesn’t have a stargate listed.” 
 
    A shiver went down Nigel’s back, and he squared his shoulders. “Then I guess we’ll have to defend the Retribution once we get there, as its internal shunts are our only way home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Jim rode over to JR-1997A in a Phoenix dropship. Achilles and his entire team came with him, along with his XO Buddha. The two Humans wore light combat armor; the Dusman were in their miniature CASPers. The powered armor was remarkable, and only about 75% bigger than a Dusman. Alien Iron Man armor, he thought. 
 
    “I don’t trust them,” Buddha had commed to Jim as they were loading into the shuttle and found the ten Dusman waiting. 
 
    “Why?” Jim asked. 
 
    “They’ve been lying to you all this time.” 
 
    It was obvious Buddha meant Splunk had been lying about being a cute little helpless alien, though she’d never seemed helpless to him. Maybe innocent. Seeing the way they brutally dealt with Keewa’s Human collaborators, not to mention using nanites to extract information from the Zuparti, dissuaded him from ever again thinking Splunk, or any of the Dusman, were innocent. Their far distant ancestors had ruled the galaxy, after all. 
 
    How long had they ruled the galaxy? He checked his copy of the Aethernet on his pinplants. The Human version of the GalNet was rather pathetic. He couldn’t find an answer. One researcher said over 100,000 years. It didn’t seem possible, but then again, the Great War was 20,000 years ago, and apparently the Dusman were alive and well; they even had warships. 
 
    “We trust them,” he commed to Buddha. At least until they do something to show we can’t. He didn’t say the last aloud. 
 
    The Phoenix pilot came in quickly and made sure nothing got between them and Bucephalus. The merc cruiser approached within 500 kilometers, which was point blank range for her weaponry. Any signs of aggression toward the dropship would be met with swift and decisive violence. The flight only took a few minutes, and nothing untoward happened. The Phoenix docked unmolested. 
 
    Achilles and Athena were waiting at the lock as it cycled. A pair of men in dirty dungarees floated inside; they grinned, showing stained teeth. Their grins died when they saw the Dusman Konar armor. 
 
    “What da’ heck is that?” a man so skinny he looked like a stick figure asked. 
 
    “This is Achilles and Athena; they’re kinda my bodyguards.” The one who’d spoken looked up from the two Konar and took in the other eight floating further back in the Phoenix. Then he saw Jim and Buddha. 
 
    “I recognize y’all from the TV. Jim Cartwright, you’re Thaddeus’ boy. Hi, I’m Edgar Lovejoy.” He put out a big ham-sized hand above the Konar which Jim took. 
 
    “Lovejoy,” Jim said, wracking his memory. He’d heard the name before. “Holy Roller Merc Company?” 
 
    “Yup!” Lovejoy said. He was gray all over, with a long beard which floated in zero G. “Don’t know the big guy,” he said, gesturing at Buddha. 
 
    “This is Major Kalawai’a, my executive officer. You can call him Buddha.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Buddha said and also shook Lovejoy’s hand. “We fought alongside each other once when our units were co-deployed.” 
 
    “Ain’t never fought wid’ da’ Cavaliers,” he said, scratching the stubble on his chin. 
 
    “I was with the Band of the Grand.” 
 
    Lovejoy nodded, then eyed the Konar. “Like little CASPers. Y’all wanna call off your bots?” 
 
    “We’re not robots,” Achilles snapped, and Jim could tell Lovejoy almost made his dungarees even filthier. 
 
    “God almighty, them’s kids in there?” 
 
    “Dusman, actually,” Jim said. 
 
    “Ain’t never heard of no Doosmen,” he said. 
 
    “Dusman.” 
 
    “Them neither. This here is my boy, Zebedia Lovejoy.” The younger man was around 30 and built just like his father. He even had the same bad teeth. 
 
    “Welcome to Mount Ararat. Pleased to make y’all’s acquaintance, Mr. Cartwright.” 
 
    “Colonel,” the elder Lovejoy corrected, “same as me.” 
 
    “Mount Ararat? We have this as simply JR-1997A,” Jim said. 
 
    “That ain’t no good name for a home,” Edgar said. “We changed it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jim said. “I’m here as Minister of War for the Federation. We need to search the habitat and your ship for criminals.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, sure,” Edgar said. “Look, hope you ain’t holdin’ it against me, shootin’ at y’all? We was ’fraid you wuz aliens.” 
 
    “No harm done,” Jim said, “as long as we don’t find indications you aided the invasion.” 
 
    It was the first time Edgar looked offended; his neck flooded red, and his eyes narrowed. “You accusin’ me a being a traitor?” 
 
    “No, Colonel, but you did shoot at us, and we know for a fact pirates are operating in the asteroid belt. In fact, we found a bunch running Rolling Stone a couple days ago.” 
 
    “We knew ‘bout those bastards,” Edgar said, then cast his eye upward. “Sorry, Lord,” he said quietly. “Anyways, we knew ’bout them, and others like ’em. Parta why we holed up here.” 
 
    Achilles and Athena stayed at Jim’s side as they floated into the habitat. The other eight Konar immediately spread out and disappeared down the carved corridors. Zebedia watched them go with some suspicion. 
 
    “Why don’t you take me to your command center and explain what happened?” Jim suggested. The four Humans and two Dusman floated off with Edgar in the lead. 
 
    Edgar told a story of his little company, mostly family, coming back from a contract to find the rest of his family had evacuated Earth as the war was beginning. They’d missed the start of hostilities. The two docked ships weren’t actually frigates, one was a modified freighter which had held their families; the other was their “merc cruiser,” which only met the loosest definitions of the term. 
 
    “We couldn’t go back ta Earth, and we sure as heck couldn’t get out a da gate. We had enough supplies, so we headed out this-away.” He gestured expansively as he floated down the hall. 
 
    Jim counted. In the five minutes it took to reach the command center, they passed 42 people. Of them, 21 were children 5 to 12 years old, six were adult males, and the remaining 15 were women, ten who were pregnant to very pregnant. 
 
    “We done finded this here place after trying to stop at Rolling Stone; they didn’t like all our women folk and young ’uns.” 
 
    “What’re your ships’ names?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Our merc cruiser is Divine Rights, and the houseboat is General Lee.” 
 
    Chuckling, Jim checked the data he got from Alan Barstow. Both ships appeared. It verified at least some of the information was accurate. 
 
    “How have you fed all these people for years?” Buddha asked. 
 
    “Well, there we got us some luck. Y’all’ll see, we finded that someone made three huge space greenhouses. We come by, and they’s all growing and lush like, you know? Hung around for weeks fore we decided to dock. We figured someone had ta be out here, otherwise they wouldn’t’a done all this work.” He shrugged as they floated. “A ship came by once, but it never stopped. So, we moved in and started a-mining.” 
 
    The command center looked like it had been cobbled together with anything they could find. In fact, Edgar explained they’d taken a fair amount of parts from their ships. He said they’d found the station in bad overall condition, and his technicians began upgrading and repairing. “What with a war and all, I know’d we wouldn’ be goin’ back ta Earth anytime soon. So, we worked up this here place and called it home!” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Jim said. 
 
    “It’s a dump,” Achilles said. 
 
    Jim hissed at the Dusman to be quiet, but Edgar hadn’t heard the dig. “The only thing working well was the greenhouses?” 
 
    “Yup,” Edgar said. “The chickens is doin’ great, too.” 
 
    “Chickens?” Achilles asked. 
 
    “Domesticated bird,” Jim told him. 
 
    “I know what a chicken is, Vok’ka. I was just curious where they would keep them.” 
 
    “Where are the chickens?” Jim asked. 
 
    “The greenhouses,” the man answered. “Well, greenhouse one an’ two, anyway.” He spoke to a woman operating a computer. A flat screen came to life. No Tri-V, Jim noted. The camera was inside one of the greenhouse domes. Like the asteroid, the greenhouses were in microgravity as the asteroid had little mass. 
 
    Jim could see the growing arrangements were well set and matched many microgravity designs he’d seen or read about, with a wide variety of plants. A shape fluttered past the camera. A second later, another one flew by. It was unmistakably a chicken, and it was soaring like an eagle. 
 
    “Most people say chickens is a dumb bird,” Edgar said. 
 
    “They adapted quickly,” Zebedia said. “The pigs didn’t make it, though; the mess was ungodly.” 
 
    “We gets eggs regular like,” Edgar said, quite pleased with himself. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Jim said. Edgar beamed. “You’ve been out of contact for a long time, would you like an update on Earth?” 
 
    “You betcha I would!” 
 
    Jim explained how the war went, back and forth. How they’d won at Golara and all the off-world colonies, culminating in the siege of Earth. Then the failure there, how he’d been taken captive while Peepo led an assault on New Warsaw. Edgar particularly liked the way the Hussars defeated the mercenary fleet. 
 
    “Them Hussars is bad to da bone,” he said. Zebedia nodded in agreement. “But now dey know where that there secret base be?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jim said. “But after they won in New Warsaw, there was a final battle here.” 
 
    “Y’all musta won, or you wouldn’t be here now.” 
 
    “Sort of,” Jim admitted, then he explained how the Peacemakers had intervened and how the Terran Federation had been formed. 
 
    “Never took none to that Republic,” Edgar said. “In fact, all dey did was take from us mercs. I owed a couple million in taxes. Never did like dem revenuers. Y’all ain’t out here to collect, is ya? You said you was working for da government now.” 
 
    “No, Colonel. I’m out here hunting pirates. Anything you owed the Republic is forgiven. Furthermore, the Federation only charges a flat ten percent tax on all merc income.” 
 
    “Dat ain’t so bad,” Edgar said. His son nodded in agreement. “Hellfire, if we can get our ol’ CASPers up and runnin’ we might go out ’n’ kick some alien butt!” 
 
    Jim sighed and explained the Mercenary Guild moratorium on new contracts. 
 
    “Yeah, don’ that just beat all,” Edgar said, shaking his head. “Lord giveth, lord taketh away. We got all dis minerals to trade, too!” 
 
    “Minerals?” Buddha asked. 
 
    Just then a pair of Konar soared into the command center, expertly arresting their momentum on various outcroppings and chairs to line up next to their leader. A private discussion was held before Achilles spoke to Jim. 
 
    “There are no signs of these pirates you seek,” the Dusman Osk’ii said. “These Humans have a store of weapons, ammo, and armor. Their Konar—rather, CASPers—are an old variant.” He held out an armored hand and a Tri-V appeared. “I believe you refer to these as Mk 5?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Jim said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, the holds of the ship they call General Lee are full. Here is a snapshot of their contents.” The Tri-V changed to a list, in English. 
 
    Jim whistled and turned to Edgar Lovejoy. “Where did you get all of this?” he asked, indicating the display. 
 
    “Well, it’s a mining base, so we mined. Not a much else do in deez here parts ’cept dig and breed.” 
 
    A pair of women came in to see to the computers. They were both pregnant. Judging by the amounts of valuable minerals in the ship’s hold and the state of every adult woman he’d seen, Edgar and his men were good at both tasks. An idea stuck him. 
 
    “Colonel Lovejoy, you have an abundance of minerals here we could make use of. How would you like to make a deal?” 
 
    Edgar rubbed the stubble on his chin, his eyes narrowing. “Can I keep Mount Ararat? It’s kinda grown on me.” 
 
    On the monitor a chicken collided with the camera, knocking it out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis always wondered what it would be like to stare down her ship’s legendary 40-terawatt particle accelerator spinal mount. Now she knew, because the four unknown ships designated Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta were clearly gunning for her. 
 
    “Remainder of the squadron, breaking formation 2,” she ordered as Pegasus accelerated toward the other ships. The five other ships in the squadron spun on their axes and accelerated as hard as they could in a maneuver that looked like an exploding flower. The formerly compact squadron became five rapidly diverging targets and one aimed right at the enemy. 
 
    “Deflectors at full power?” she asked her TacCom. 
 
    “Confirmed,” Sofeeka said. The look on the elSha’s face was intense, with her jaws clamped shut, and both eyes focused on her instruments. The Egleesius-class was an edge the Winged Hussars had leveraged to their advantage for more than a century. They had five of them now, after finding four more in Second Level Hyperspace, but they only had one now, and it was facing four mirror images. 
 
    “They’re charging their spinal mounts,” Jesus said. 
 
    “Charge ours as well,” Alexis ordered. She had no intention of not shooting back, even with most of her available power energizing their defenses. A last gift from their former master genius Taiki Sato. I wonder where he went? She’d had her intel ships remain on the lookout for him, even though it had been more than a year since he was last seen, prior to his brilliant but troubling escape from New Warsaw. 
 
    <Assuming control of maneuvering systems.> 
 
    “Ghost has the con,” Alexis announced. 
 
    Freep’s furry head came around, his whiskers twitching in indignation. 
 
    “Nothing personal, Ensign,” Alexis explained. “Your brain can only work so fast.” 
 
    The high-G maneuvering alarm sounded, and a second later they were slammed sideways with the force of nine Gs, Pegasus’s maximum lateral thrust…and maybe a tiny bit more. 
 
    Alexis had been ready for it; the babies weren’t. The pain was exquisite. She bit her lip and bore it as best she could. Space next to their ship sparkled and snapped as a 40-terawatt beam missed them by a kilometer. The three other beams also missed by considerably wider margins. 
 
    “They aren’t very good gunners,” Sofeeka said and snorted. 
 
    Another powerful maneuver and four more missed shots. 
 
    <They are not well conned,> Ghost said. 
 
    Alexis had to agree. It was as if the enemy ships weren’t used to facing a moving target. 
 
    “I have a firing solution on Beta,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “Fire at your discretion,” she ordered. 
 
    The bow petal-like doors opened, and the CIC lights dimmed as the 40-terawatt pulse of high energy particles flashed out at the speed of light. Beta’s orientation was slightly nose-up in relation to Pegasus. The beam hit just under her spinal mount, and its shields overloaded in a bright burst as the beam sliced into the hull. The blast went through the ship lengthwise, dumping terawatts of energy into the hull as it went. A split second after impact, the ship went up with a brilliant flash, causing the Tri-V blanked out for a moment. 
 
    “Well, that was cool,” Freep said in the stunned silence. 
 
    The CIC crew all gasped and grunted as Pegasus was again slammed sideways by its maneuvering thrusters. Two more shots missed, but a third hit. The ship rang like a bell hit by a sledgehammer, and alarms sounded. Like a shot, Afeeko rocketed out of the CIC in response to damage alarms. 
 
    “Status?” Alexis asked. Between the pain and the alarms, she couldn’t concentrate. 
 
    “The deflectors stopped most of it,” Alana said, squinting as she used her pinplants. “There’s some unusual damage on deck 4 and 5, which Afeeko is going to check on now. One of the deflector emitters appears to be blown. Damage control is on it, as well.” 
 
    “But it bounced the main gun?” Alexis said. She was blinking furiously because she’d seen floaters on the last maneuver. 
 
    “Looks that way,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “These deflectors are fascinating technology,” F’esk said, suddenly reminding Alexis the Dusman was in her CIC. “You got them from Second Level Hyperspace?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” she said. 
 
    “Manticore reports they are in position,” Mary reported. “Sir Barton is also ready.” 
 
    “Give the attack order and recharge the spinal mount.” 
 
    The carrier Manticore launched all her drones, including twelve squadrons of ten Raven-class drones. Custom made by the Winged Hussars, they were fusion powered, and, while not as fast as a missile, they had much greater range and capabilities. They were either armed with lasers, shorter-range missiles, or warheads turning them into robotic kamikaze attackers. Manticore was capable of making new ones and arming them for any attack desired. 
 
    At the command, all 120 drones rushed at the three surviving enemy Egleesius-class battlecruisers in a swirling pattern resembling a galaxy or a tornado. Known as a swarm attack, it was used when engaging a highly capable enemy ship with a high likelihood of intercepting most of the drones. Using this method, it was guaranteed that at least some would get through. 
 
    “Is the AI running them?” F’esk asked. 
 
    “Not for this attack,” Alexis told him. “The carrier has been making drones since before we arrived. If this doesn’t work, it will launch more and we’ll add our own, and Ghost will control them.” 
 
    F’esk took the information in without any evidence he actually heard or understood it. Alexis knew better; the Dusman was highly intelligent and incredibly adept at technology. This much she’d known before Splunk the Fae was revealed to be a Dusman. Yet another truth she wished her AI counterpart had told her about. The Dusman used the AI to operate ships such as the Egleesius; surely it had recognized its creator. 
 
    Once the drones were halfway to their target, the enemy ships’ laser defenses lit up. Along with increased range and firepower, the Raven-class drones also had shields. They weren’t very formidable, but they did make them resistant to the usual light anti-drone fire employed by most navies in the Union. 
 
    The CIC’s Tri-V showed all 120 drones as a specked field of blue dots dense enough to make it difficult to pick out individual drones. As the enemy ships’ close-in defense lasers opened up, tiny flashes of orange marked hits and red kills. There weren’t nearly as many as Alexis was expecting. Sofeeka picked up on it as well. 
 
    “Wow! They’re not very accurate!” 
 
    “Less than ten percent have been intercepted, and the numbers are falling off as the drones close to terminal range,” Jesus said. 
 
    Right about now, Alexis thought. Almost to the second, a flurry of fire lanced in from the ships she’d dispatched. All five captains executed skew turns, bringing themselves bow-on to the enemy once more, and they opened up with their primary weapons. 
 
    The combined fire of all five Hussars ships—a total of forty-eight 1-gigawatt lasers, one 10-gigawatt laser, five 5-gigawatt lasers, and a 1-terawatt particle accelerator—dumped energy into the enemy shields. Pegasus added her own eight 10-gigawatt lasers to the mix, bringing the total to 1.143 terawatts of energy. It wasn’t much when compared to the 40-terawatt punch of Pegasus, but it didn’t have to be. 
 
    The lasers pulsed over and over, quickly doubling then tripling the total energy input. The multi-phased shields of the Egleesius were overlaid and designed to cover for each other, but they couldn’t do it instantly. In the half seconds of shield gaps, over 100 drones flashed in. 
 
    Some lashed through the shield barriers, chopping into the enemy hulls with 100-megawatt lasers. Others dropped missiles—some conventional hull breachers, some the Hussars’ patented sub-critical ship killers. One enemy ship had two of the latter impact its hull. Gamma joined Beta as an expanding ball of debris and luminous gas. 
 
    Only after the drones were in their midst did the enemy ships try to roll, presenting more difficult targets. Alpha and Delta suffered dozens of conventional warhead detonations and many lasers scored through their hulls. The 100-megawatt lasers weren’t generally powerful enough to punch through the armored warships, but they could penetrate other places, destroying laser emitters and missile launch ports. One laser breached a missile magazine, causing a secondary detonation. 
 
    “Got Delta’s forward missile magazine on Deck 3,” Jesus said. 
 
    “Damn it,” Alexis cursed. “That’s what I was afraid of.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alana asked, confused why her boss would be unhappy with the devastating attack. 
 
    “Pegasus didn’t have missile magazines when we found her. She only had the PA and lasers. My ancestor added the missile magazines to give her flexibility.” 
 
    “They’ve copied your design,” F’esk noted. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Alexis agreed. 
 
    “Delta is out of control,” Jesus said. “Her reactor emissions are unsteady. Alpha has suffered moderate damage with reduced missile and laser capabilities.” 
 
    “Have they launched missiles?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Negative,” Jesus replied. 
 
    “Sofeeka, please remove Alpha from the field.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the elSha TacCom said. “Match bearings!” 
 
    “Maneuvering,” Freep said. The maneuver wasn’t nearly as radical as what Ghost performed. Alexis only cringed. “On target.” 
 
    “Firing!” Sofeeka said. The spinal mount fired again, and Alpha was cut nearly in two. 
 
    Wolfsong coordinated the other ships and used their combined fire to finish off Delta. The battle was over. 
 
    “Damage report coming in from Afeeko,” Alana said. She’d finally come out of her pinplants enough to see the expression on Alexis’ face, and she was clearly not happy. 
 
    “We got some splash from the enemy fire when it overloaded the deflector,” Afeeko said. He was using an internal intercom and the sounds of electrical sputtering and arcing were clearly audible. “It was quite the backlash against the plasma conduits. Hyperspace generator A is in bad shape.” 
 
    “Were they targeting it?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Afeeko replied. “The secondary power conduit we tapped to power the forward deflectors runs right next to the generator. I guess we screwed the Zuul when we used it; should have run new lines.” 
 
    “Didn’t have time,” Long, the ship’s chief engineer, chimed in. The millipede-like alien was in the rear overseeing the ship’s power systems. “The new Rapier- and Hero-class have dedicated runs.” 
 
    “Too late to worry about it. Get on repairs,” she ordered. 
 
    “If the Astatine-222 interfaces are shot, I can’t fix it here,” Long said. 
 
    Alexis fumed. Ships didn’t carry extra; it was too damned expensive. And without it, no hyperspace. It was rarer than F11 by an order of magnitude. You almost never needed more of it because hyperspace generators were tough. However, a plasma arc was one of their few weaknesses. When exposed to plasma, Astatine-222 acted like black powder. Not explosive, exactly, but it burned like crazy. 
 
    “Make your inspection as soon as possible; we might need to leave in a hurry.” 
 
    <This was far too easy.> 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” 
 
    <No, I mean by an order of magnitude too easy.> 
 
    “Then what’s your assessment?” 
 
    <Those ships were being run by inexperienced AI.> 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    <I do not know.> 
 
    Great. “Sensors, do we have a location of the Weapons Conglomerate facility?” 
 
    “Sensor drones have detected extensive orbital facilities around the second world orbiting Kop’ka A, pretty deep in the sub-system.” The Tri-V moved from the disquieting remains of an Egleesius-class battlecruiser to a planet straight out of Dante’s Inferno. 
 
    “Well that place looks fun,” Jesus said. 
 
    “Thought you’d like somewhere with more clouds,” Mary quipped. Jesus flipped her the bird. 
 
    The planet was a twisted ball of glowing red lava fields and black basalt ridges. Above the planet was a wispy latticework structure, no doubt a shipyard. Large dark spots were visible within the out of focus image. 
 
    “I can’t improve the image,” Jesus said, shaking his head. “The neutron flux from Kop’ka A combined with the IR flux from all those volcanoes is a mess. It’s a shipyard with several ships in various stages of construction; this much I’m sure.” 
 
    “Anyone else in the neighborhood?” she asked. 
 
    “Not that I can detect,” Jesus confirmed. 
 
    “Very well. Freep, set your course for the planet. Lieutenant Bainbridge, have Manticore recover drones and order Captain Windsong to bring the other ships into formation. With resistance down, we should be able to secure those yards without much difficulty. We might be about to get some answers concerning the Weapons Conglomerate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    In total, they spent three days at Mount Ararat enjoying Edgar Lovejoy’s hospitality. The food itself was worth the time. All the meat was chicken, of course; however, the vegetables were varied and delicious. He’d mentioned they were low on spices, so Captain Su made a gift of half her ship’s stores. The Bucephalus cook wasn’t happy, but life goes on. 
 
    Jim had been a little worried about the meeting between Lovejoy and Captain Su. She proved to be just as forgiving of past hostilities as she was vengeful. As the habitat’s offensive capabilities had never been a threat to her ship, it was easy to forgive and forget. 
 
    The only disconcerting thing for Jim was Edgar’s attempts to marry off one or more of his daughters to him, or any other member of his company for that matter. Some of the unpregnant ones were pretty; most weren’t.  
 
    For his own part, Jim was surprised at his lack of interest. Even the prettiest of Edgar’s daughters didn’t make much of an impression. He found himself comparing them with Ziva. Edgar took his lack of matchmaking with Jim in stride. His disappointment was ameliorated by the fact that several Cavaliers did appear interested. Of course, they had an ongoing mission, so matchmaking had to wait. 
 
    More importantly, they had come to an agreement where both Edgar and the Federation stood to benefit. As a parting gesture, Edgar gave Jim another chip with data on every ship that had come within comms range or been scanned by their aged drones. A quick scan of the chip’s information was enough for Jim to confirm; this wasn’t fake data such as Barstow had foisted off on him. 
 
    As they were pulling away from Mount Ararat, Jim reviewed the data with Captain Su. The vast majority of the ship-spotting was expected and normal. Despite the war, hundreds of ships had still plied the system. Some were private ships moving between asteroids. Others were commercial, making a living by supplying the far-flung outposts in exchange for rare earths and minerals. Thankfully, Peepo hadn’t interfered with these kinds of trade. 
 
    The ships which didn’t fit those profiles were the ones he was looking for. It also made Jim wish Edgar’s technology wasn’t so old. If a passing ship didn’t choose to allow its transponder to transmit its data, all that was recorded was basic information, a radar profile and simple performance observations. There was one exception—a ship which arrived not long after Edgar started occupying the asteroid base. 
 
    Edgar had sent one of the ancient drones out to investigate because the approaching ship appeared intent on a rendezvous. The drone got within a few hundred kilometers of the unknown ship, close enough for visual record. The second Su saw the ship, she recognized it. 
 
    “It’s a Zuparti cruiser,” she said and pointed to several characteristics. “They don’t make a lot of ships, and they’re quite distinctive.” There were only a few seconds of recordings because the drone was destroyed without making radio contact. Afterward, the ship changed course and departed. Edgar also had the headings. Plugging them into Bucephalus’s navigational computer yielded a probable destination. A destination which matched what they had gotten from Keewa. 
 
    “Asteroid 2022-65-K,” Captain Su said. 
 
    “I expected it to be Klotho 97,” Jim said. 
 
    “Me, too,” she admitted. “Of course, this still doesn’t answer what happened to Klotho 97.” 
 
    “Which is closer, the destination of the Zuparti ship, or Klotho 97?” 
 
    “Our Zuparti friends,” Captain Su said. 
 
    “Then we’ll deal with them first,” Jim said. “Captain, if you please?” 
 
    “As you wish, Colonel.” 
 
    2022-65-K was 36 hours away at one-quarter G. As the distance wasn’t extreme, they were able to use passive sensors, such as IR detectors, to confirm the rock was where it was supposed to be. Radar wasn’t used so they could avoid detection as long as possible. 
 
    Jim helped plan the approach with Achilles and Athena sitting in. They weren’t doing a mid-course reverse and slow, instead they opted to coast for eight hours, flip around, and brake at nine Gs for eight hours. 
 
    “It’s going to be brutal,” Captain Su warned. 
 
    “I understand,” Jim said. “All my men are prepared and capable.” He glanced at Achilles. 
 
    “You are kidding, right?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He’d forgotten the Dusman weren’t impressed by accelerations below 11 or 12 Gs, at least for brief durations. The MinSha were probably the best non-aquatic race he knew for G tolerance, though the new SalSha were purported to be even more so. 
 
    Once they were within a few hundred kilometers, they would cease boosting and engage any defenses. The reason for the last-minute braking was to allow less time for the enemy to run. You couldn’t hide a fusion torch. If they began slowing earlier, the enemy would have almost a day’s warning. 
 
    Unfortunately, there wasn’t much visibility behind a starship when the fusion torch was at full power, so they would extend a boom containing simple sensors to give them enough information so they didn’t get flanked while coming in. The boom and sensors often were destroyed by the extreme radiation of the torches. Using such an approach gave the enemy less time, but you paid for it by not knowing what they were doing in the time you gave them. 
 
    “We’ll have all the CASPers loaded in dropships and release them as soon as you cut power,” Jim said. 
 
    “Bucephalus will cover you on the assault of the asteroid. More than likely the heaviest resistance will be from the Zuparti cruiser. It shouldn’t be anything we can’t deal with.” 
 
    “You should have brought your Raknar,” Achilles mumbled. 
 
    Something in the back of Jim’s mind purred at the idea. “Without Splunk it wouldn’t have worked, Osk’ii,” Jim reminded the Dusman. 
 
    “Of course, Vok’ka.” He seemed less than chastised. 
 
    “Your Konar will ride with my squad.” Achilles nodded again. “The operation should be quick; they won’t be expecting an entire company of CASPers.” 
 
    “Coming in quiet until the final breaking maneuver will hopefully mean we’re not spotted until then,” Captain Su said. “If that works—and that’s a big if—the enemy won’t even know what kind of ship is coming.” 
 
    A lot of ifs, Jim thought. He had to think they had overwhelming force against whatever the Zuparti would have waiting in this remote location. The little weasels weren’t mercs themselves, but they hired a lot of them because they were paranoid by nature. Aside from the Human quislings, there were no signs of who else was working for them. Jim was about to find the answer to one part of the mystery. The other part was why. 
 
    As the clock counted down to eight hours before assault, everyone aboard Bucephalus prepared for the coming agony. As his mentor Hargrave would say, it was time to embrace the suck. Eight hours at nine Gs was going to be…bad. Civilian ships and transports seldom exceeded three Gs. Warship maneuvers were commonly five Gs, and could top seven. Fighter aircraft in the 20th century could pull nine Gs, but it required pilots to wear suits which compressed their legs to keep the blood in their brains. 
 
    In modern warfare, Gs were common and often brutal, especially for CASPer drivers and starship pilots. Just like CASPer drivers, some spacers took nanite treatments to toughen their bodies, making them more resistant to injuries from Gs, though it didn’t keep them from blacking out. Command crews and vital operators lay flat in specially designed couches. Computers monitored the ship, and in extreme cases did all the work because the crew could well be unconscious. When it was a choice between blacking out your crew or losing the ship, there was only one choice. 
 
    “Stand by for nine Gs,” Captain Su announced. “Medical on alert. In three…two…one…” 
 
    Bucephalus’s two fusion torches roared to life. Jim was in the squad bay with the rest of his Cavaliers. They had tiny medical monitors affixed to their heads and were lying on moveable gel-filled mattresses. They reminded him of the kind he used when camping with his father. Only he never had a dozen Oogars sit on his chest when he went camping with his father. 
 
    Despite the mattress being three centimeters thick, he felt his butt hit the floor plates. Oh my God, he groaned. He closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing. He didn’t know how anyone could survive without the nanite treatment. Under the brutal assault of physics, he’d gone from 140 kilograms to over a ton. The warship shuddered and moaned like a wounded Canavar. His vision became a red-rimmed tunnel, and he knew he was probably about to black out. 
 
    Then, after a minute, the sensations decreased. His breathing became easier and his vision cleared. Did the engine fail? he wondered. He tried to lift his head, but couldn’t, although nothing hurt, and he wasn’t straining to breathe. A voice entered his pinplant. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright, are you okay?” It was Dr. Ben Arthur, chief physician on Bucephalus. While he hadn’t been exactly cordial with Jim after the Dusman used his sickbay to “interrogate” their Zuparti prisoner, he was professional about his job. “Your vitals just suddenly shifted.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” he commed back. 
 
    “The shift in your vitals suggests settling norms, which shouldn’t happen when you are experiencing nine Gs. Last time I saw you like this was in a Raknar, where you experienced hundreds of Gs with no side effects.” 
 
    “Doctor, I say again, I’m fine.” 
 
    It was quiet for a second, then Captain Su came on his comms. God damnit, he mentally growled. 
 
    “Colonel, Dr. Arthur is concerned about your health.” 
 
    “I already told him I’m fine,” he replied instantly. 
 
    “He doesn’t concur. I am going to terminate this approach.” 
 
    “If you do that, we’ll shoot by too fast to do more than deploy drones or observe. We’ll also put the ship at risk.” 
 
    “Your assessment is correct, but it doesn’t change my decision. I cannot put the commander’s life at risk based on a tactical decision.” 
 
    Jim thought fast. “Captain, it is your ship. However, if you do this, I will deploy my forces in Phoenix dropships anyway and use their engines to shoot an approach. They have the fuel and power to do it.” 
 
    “I’m aware, as I consulted on their design.” Her voice, even through a direct pinplant-to-pinplant link, was icy. “Without Bucephalus’s covering fire, you will be at extreme risk.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that as I’ve made many hot drops, and most weren’t safe. I’d do it in CASPers alone if they had enough delta-v.” 
 
    “We need to sit down and talk.” 
 
    “After we get back to Earth,” he said with as much iron in his voice as a commed conversation could convey. “What’s your decision, Captain?” 
 
    “We’ll continue our current course and velocity.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Colonel,” she said, and cut off. 
 
    Gonna pay a high price for this one, he thought. 
 
    Waiting eight hours lying on a gel mattress wasn’t the best way to spend time. Jim, at least, had the advantage of whatever it was which removed the physical stress to his body. He spent some time experimenting with his body. He found under nine Gs he could lift his thumb pretty well, his little fingers slightly, but none of the others at all. He could move his foot, as well as his wrist. The only thing still paining him was his facial muscles because the G-forces were distorting his entire face. He needed to keep his jaws clenched because if he let his mouth fall open, it hurt like hell and was hard to close. 
 
    So, Jim spent the hours reviewing things in his pinplants. There was a lot of stuff up there; more than he’d expected. That was the problem when you had a couple exabytes of space; you tended to use it. He found recorded images of a date with Adrianne—deleted with extreme prejudice. He kept the file studying how Splunk’s special language elements worked he’d put together before he’d realized they were psionic in nature. 
 
    When he finished his wanderings through the dark recesses of his pinplant archives, he accessed a seldom used application designed to clean up the archives. A programmer 100 years ago might have called it a defrag routine, though it was more complicated than that. It both organized storage and looked for errors. Contrary to what some believed, pinplants weren’t infallible. Not only could they develop problems, those problems could cause other problems. He’d known someone who’d developed a minor psychosis because his pinplant neural interface started sending feedback to his cortex. 
 
    When the app found an error, it gave him pause. He checked the error file created to log the results. “Missing index.” It provided a date and time, which he read. It was from a little over a year ago. Where had he been? The Occul star system; his and Splunk’s wild goose chase at the Science Guild looking for information on Raknar. He’d spent a week there trying to learn something, only to come up empty handed. 
 
    He wondered why there was an error with his file index. Aside from using his pinplants to sort through data, there hadn’t been anything more demanding that he’d used them for. Maybe playing some games and watching movies; it had been boring. He opened the record files for his time on Occul and found…nothing. Jim blinked slowly in the heavy gravity. There should have been something… 
 
    He thought back to his experiences on the asteroid, only to realize he couldn’t remember a single hard detail. Not a name, or anything. The pinplants augmented his memory; they worked side by side. It was part of what made them so useful, after all. Even if he didn’t consciously order an event to be recorded, he could recall it with perfect detail. Recordings were useful to upload to other sources. The recordings of his time with Adrianne had been there so he could upload them to an external monitor and share them with her. You could do it with a memory after the fact, though they wouldn’t be as crisp. Memory was fickle like that. 
 
    Jim ran through his memories again with his pinplants assisting. He remembered going to the asteroid, meeting with someone…and…going back to his ship, Pale Rider, knowing he’d failed to find anything. He tried to remember the name of the person he’d met with and came up blank. 
 
    Something is seriously wrong here. His last memory associated with the visit was a robot giving him a chip. It turned out to be full of navigational data which, upon checking, didn’t correlate with known star systems. He’d assumed it was some corrupted data but hadn’t realized at the time his own memory had been corrupted. 
 
    Jim was about to see what other tools he had in his bag of tricks to analyze the error when Captain Su spoke up from the CIC. 
 
    “Change in the situation,” she said. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “The boom sensor is picking up targets. A hundred or more. They can’t be missiles.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because if they are, frankly, we’re screwed.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jim said in a single grunting laugh. “Drones, then?” 
 
    “Best guess.” 
 
    Jim looked at their position and speed. “Okay, change in plans to go with the change in situation. We’re going out with maneuvering packs, without the dropships. They have tons of drones; we have a company of CASPers and a starship. Even odds.” 
 
    “Depends on how you calculate them,” she replied. “However, I agree; we’re now going too slow to make a pass and escape, and just stopping as planned makes us a sitting target. Keep in mind, we’ll overshoot by a few thousand kilometers. I’ll loop back but…” 
 
    “But we’re on our own until then. Understood.” 
 
    “Cutting drive.” 
 
    Jim checked his CASPer’s display; his men were shaking off the effects of the high G maneuver. “Cavaliers, we’re going in without the dropships. Un-ass and prepare for combat.” 
 
    “Lead the Charge!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    As they fell toward the planet and its shipyards, Alexis felt herself becoming increasingly nervous. Despite the radical maneuvers needed to fight the four clones of the modern Pegasus, she didn’t feel like she’d worsened her personal condition. Dr. Ramirez had conferred with her briefly after checking her vitals and concurred, with one caveat. 
 
    “You are riding a razor’s edge, Colonel Cromwell. One too many Gs, one shock too many, one jar in the wrong way, and those babies are coming.” 
 
    “I understand, Doctor,” she’d commed back. The time to retreat had passed; she was now in it to win it. 
 
    Afeeko got the ship’s deflectors repaired. They were currently off because their function against the hard radiation of Kop’ka A was unknown. Instead, the squadron was burning their shields hard just to keep the ionizing radiation from cooking their crews. All the ships were already utilizing 20-30% of their shield capacity. 
 
    “Estimate shield utilization when we reach the planet,” Alexis ordered. Lieutenant Mary Bainbridge, the SitCon, reported on the results. 
 
    “In excess of fifty percent for Pegasus and Sir Barton, more like sixty percent for the rest.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Alexis said. To enter a fight with your shields already half saturated was not an optimal combat situation. 
 
    “We can alter our approach,” Freep said quietly, as though afraid he’d be heard. 
 
    “Ensign?” The little SalSha jumped slightly. “How will that help?” 
 
    “Sorry, I shouldn’t have spoken up.” 
 
    “That’s not the way my CIC works, Ensign,” Alexis said gently. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t qualified. I respect my officers’ opinions. Speak.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I meant if, we can angle our approach by thirty-three degrees spinward of the systems’ rotation, we can approach the shipyards with the planet between the squadron and the sun. I just thought it was a good…” He tapered off his comment as he realized all the other officers were looking at him. Freep saw F’esk’s glare and swallowed audibly. 
 
    “Freep?” Alexis said. 
 
    “Y-yes, Captain?” 
 
    “That is a brilliant idea.” Freep beamed. “Adjust our approach. Lieutenant Bainbridge, send that to the rest of the squadron.” F’esk rolled his blue eyes and pretended to examine one of the nearby instruments. Arrogant little fucker, Alexis thought. 
 
    All six ships fired thrusters to slide their course sideways. In no time, the radiation hitting their shields dropped off, even though they were still a light minute from the planet. Alexis nodded; it was a good plan which she hadn’t thought of. The SalSha had potential. 
 
    “Can I have access to your sensors?” 
 
    Alexis looked up in surprise to find F’esk looking back. His arrogance had been replaced by concern. She nodded, and he held up one of the Dusman’s tiny slates. She used her pinplants to authorize it, and F’esk quickly began looking. 
 
    In seconds, he flashed through the data flowing from all six ships. Alexis was amazed at how fast he could operate without pinplants. Maybe not as quickly as Jesus could go through the data, but close. Perhaps the Dusman didn’t use them because they didn’t need them. 
 
    <There is great danger!> 
 
    Alexis’s head snapped up and focused on the main Tri-V which was zoomed in on the approaching shipyards. They were still more than a light minute out, too distant for even missile fire, so she hadn’t been concerned yet. However, they were close enough for telescopes and radar to get more details. It appeared as if the orbitals held three, or maybe four, separate yards. 
 
    Each shipyard had four cage-like structures almost identical to the space docks used by the Hussars. Attached were massive starship manufactories, power generation units, huge solar power collectors, and dozens of other structures. For a second, it looked like all the docks were launching finished ships at the same time. Only the ships were tumbling out of control. They weren’t launching the ships; they were expelling them. 
 
    The kilometers of scaffolding and connecting structures which held each yard together looked like it was flexing, contorting in pain. It was a strange tableau that sent a shiver up Alexis’s spine. It reminded her of how the hallway on the ship they’d disabled began to reform into a robotic monster. 
 
    “Disperse your fleet,” F’esk said. “I didn’t think they’d be able to do this.” 
 
    “What?” Alexis asked. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “It’s a defensive measure Dusman facilities were capable of. I don’t have time to explain, you need to spread out to make multiple targets.” 
 
    “Captain, the other ships are already moving!” Alana said, noting the rest of the squadron taking evasive action. 
 
    <That was me.> Ghost said. <There was not time.> 
 
    “What kind of weapon is it?” Alexis asked as the movement at the shipyards stopped. 
 
    “A dispersed energy weapon,” F’esk said, looking disgusted. 
 
    “Massive power pulse!” Jesus warned. An instant later Pegasus shuddered as her shields were hit. 
 
    “Shields are failing!” Sofeeka yelled. 
 
    Every panel in the CIC crackled as electricity arced. The room went dark and someone screamed. The last thing Alexis remembered was the smell of burning flesh, and the most frightening sound any spacer could hear: the air circulation fans slowing to a stop. 
 
    Pegasus was adrift. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Sir Barton, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Report!” Captain Byron Wolfsong yelled over the cacophony of noise and mayhem which was his CIC. Like the Steed-class battlecruisers, the Crown-class cruisers were modeled after the extremely successful Pegasus and its ancient Egleesius-class. The shape was reminiscent, and the interior layout was as functionally identical as possible. It was one of the strengths of the Winged Hussars that if you served on one ship, you wouldn’t be completely lost when you transferred to a new posting. 
 
    His CIC was roughly half the size of Pegasus’s, as necessitated by the smaller hull. The command crew was similar in size, which meant they were crowded, while Pegasus’s CIC was roomy, with enough space to have a captain’s ready room. Byron had one as well, in an adjacent compartment. Regardless, he loved the Crown-class. They’d been designed 75 years ago and were solid as a rock. This meant they weren’t as modern and lacked a few newer technologies of the Steeds, but he didn’t care; he was a Crown man all the way, and his crew agreed. 
 
    “It was a dispersed energy weapon,” his TacCom reported. Like the rest, his pinlinks to the controls were out. Everyone was operating from manual controls. The computers were still working, though, thank the Gods. 
 
    “What the hell is a dispersed energy weapon?” Byron demanded. “And shut down those damned alarms!” 
 
    “All I can compare it to is an EMP, only directed.” 
 
    Byron knew about EMP weapons, usually modified nuclear warheads intended to release an electromagnetic pulse and overwhelm a ship’s systems. If a ship had decent shields, an EMP weapon was no real threat. Even with compromised shields, ships’ internal systems were protected against power surges, so damage was usually minimal. At best, they were a tactic used for boarding actions to give marines time to get aboard and avoid close-in defenses. 
 
    “Never heard of directed EMP weapons,” his XO said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Byron agreed. 
 
    “Fusion torch control restored,” helm announced. 
 
    “We’re still waiting for the computer to reboot,” DCC said. Damage Control had been completely overwhelmed by secondary systems failures. 
 
    “I need eyes,” Byron reminded his DCC. Without sensors, his ship was blind and helpless. 
 
    “I can give you approach radar,” DCC said. “Sorry, Captain, best I can do for a couple hours. Looks like at least two of the radomes were fried.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get,” he replied, grumbling. A second later, the CIC’s Tri-V flickered to life with the most unspectacular display he’d ever seen on one. It would have been more in line with what a 20th century air traffic controller would see. 
 
    “Sorry again,” the DCC said, his head deep in the computer interface section of the armored compartment. 
 
    “Do the telescopes still work?” 
 
    “The bow one does.” 
 
    “Add it to the image,” he ordered. “Helm bring her around so we can sight Pegasus.” He was deeply worried. They had radio contact from all the ships except Pegasus. 
 
    “Coming around,” helm said, and he felt the ship move under him. Slowly. If there was a swarm of drones inbound… 
 
    As the camera searched the black for his leader’s ship, Bryon examined the radar data. The closest ship to Pegasus’s current position was Draco. She was the slowest ship in the squadron and had maneuvered the least distance after their conns were mysteriously overridden. The captain of the Draco had said his helm was down, and they were working to restore it. The frigates faired best, being furthest from the epicenter of the shot. Manticore, the carrier, was in about the same shape as Sir Barton. 
 
    “Got it,” the tech said, and Pegasus drifted into view. 
 
    “Entropy,” Byron hissed. 
 
    “Is that plasma?” someone asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. Byron had served on Pegasus for his second tour as an engineer under Lieutenant Commander Ch’t’kl’tk. The Jeha was a magnificent engineer, as was common with his race. As dry as a martini, but nobody knew more about the Egleesius-class than him. While serving there, he had learned about a rarely used contingency factor for the ship’s three powerful fusion cores. 
 
    In the event of an uncontainable breach, a blowout system would vent the million degree plasma into space, along with almost all the F11 in the reactor to mitigate the neutron flux of the overboard dump, otherwise, engineering would be cooked pretty badly. He’d seen it in the manuals and participated in a drill. There, thousands of kilometers away, Pegasus was spinning on two axes—yaw and roll. As it spun, it left glowing trails of plasma. Three of them. 
 
    “The containment systems on all their reactors are gone,” Byron said. They’d only have capacitors left, and they weren’t much good in a fight. “Can anyone reach them?” 
 
    “No one,” Lieutenant Esko, the SitCon, said. She looked at the video feed and shook her head. The Jivool officer was a good part of why their CIC was so crowded, but she had a brilliant tactical mind for space combat, which was rare in a race notorious for fielding only ground fighters. “Draco is close enough, but she won’t be able to maneuver for some time.” 
 
    Byron cursed and punched the padded arm on his command chair. He would have floated away if he hadn’t been buckled in. He had to do something. He wasn’t just abandoning his commanding officer; he would not be known as the man who left Alexis Cromwell to die. Then he had a thought. “Call up Draco, see if their boarding shuttles are operational!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “…hear me, Colonel?” 
 
    “Yes, I hear you,” Alexis slurred. Her mouth felt like it was full of cotton. “What is going on?” 
 
    “You were knocked out by the electrical discharges.” She forced her eyes open and saw Dr. Rodriguez tapping away at a slate and grumbling under his breath. 
 
    “Why aren’t you using your pinplants for that?” she asked. 
 
    “Because every pinlink on the ship is blown,” he said. “Haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    Alexis tried to use her pinplants to access her command data stream. She got a warning notice from the device’s interface. “Pinlink Non-Functional.” She tried to move, but the doctor held her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just hold still, damn it,” he snapped impatiently. She looked at her left arm—the arm he was holding—and saw a micro-IV. He was busily affixing it to her skin with tape. “I have a hundred casualties and need to attend to them. Two of them are on my staff.” 
 
    Alexis coughed and looked around her CIC. It was only illuminated by red emergency lights and small bioluminescent handheld lights. The latter swung around through noxious, smoky clouds. Someone was trying to set up a portable air-filtration system and cursing profusely. 
 
    “Where’s Alana?” Alexis asked and reached to push away from her command couch with her right hand. She pulled it back in pain. It felt like it was on fire. She held it up in front of her eyes in the dim light and saw a streak of black, charred skin running down the back of her hand with little flecks of blood floating away from it. 
 
    “She’s dead, Captain,” Rodriguez said. “So are Ensign Lopez and three enlisted ratings.” 
 
    Alexis cursed and looked around in the gloom. The only officer she saw moving was Freep. “Ensign Freep, what’s the status of my ship?” 
 
    The young Salsha pushed off from the station he’d been working on and over to his commander. “It’s in bad shape, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    Only when he was next to her did she see his left arm was wrapped in bandages. “Are you okay, Ensign?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, blinking his little black eyes. 
 
    “Fourth degree burns on his left hand and arm,” Rodriguez said as he finished up with her. “I don’t have time to take it off right now.” 
 
    “Report to sickbay,” she told the officer. 
 
    “Are you relieving me, ma’am?” Freep asked. 
 
    His eyes swam with water, whether from the injury or not, she could not tell. “Do I need to?” 
 
    “You will have to order me,” he said stiffly. “I won’t leave you when the grahp is near.” 
 
    Of course, she’d heard the tales of the un-uplifted SalSha fighting miniature Canavar on their home world. The Salusians were tenacious fighters with warriors’ spirits, part of what made them such good fighters. Probably should be a merc race, she thought. “Can he serve?” 
 
    “I shot him with nanites,” Rodriguez said. “Problem is they’re general duty nanites; the SalSha’s codex hasn’t been written into the nanites yet. It stopped the bleeding and will reduce the pain. It’s still going to be hideously painful, though.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Freep insisted. “Ready to serve, Captain.” 
 
    Any other time, she would have sent the kid packing. He’d done his duty. Problem was, she had a severe shortage of personnel just then, especially officers. “Very well, Ensign. Doctor, attend to your other patients.” 
 
    “Be careful,” he said quietly and was gone. 
 
    Two medics left pulling a train of body bags. Alexis shook her head. So much blood; so many lives. “Ghost?” she sent before remembering her pinlink was down. That was not good. For that matter, with so much damage, was the AI still alive? She had to think it was incredibly tough, having survived 20,000 years in a spacesuit. Only, it was in a Human body and did its magic through the body’s pinlinks. Without those pinlinks, what was Ghost except an isolated AI in a stolen body? And without Ghost, what was the Winged Hussars? It was a difficult thing to contemplate. 
 
    “Who else is still here?” she asked her CIC crew. 
 
    “Over here, ma’am,” Sheefo, her Buma comms officer, said. She was the only other senior officer besides Freep. Sofeeka and Bainbridge had been too severely injured to remain on duty. 
 
    An injured helmsman and her comms officer. 
 
    She looked at her burned hand and sighed. She’d been lucky. The miniature IV on the other arm reminded her how lucky. She sighed and addressed what remained of her command crew. “I’m going to need both of you to do more than just your usual job. You’ve both been cross-trained to be competent at every job in the CIC. Can I count on you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sheefo said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Freep said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see where we are and what’s happening.” 
 
    They worked together with manual control screens and—in many cases—slates, as most of the panels were out. Pegasus was all but blind and adrift. Alexis had known since she’d come around that they were in a slow spin because of the small items sticking to the walls from pseudo gravity. 
 
    The way almost all the electronics had been blown or overloaded screamed of an EMP weapon. But EMP weapons were missiles, and no missiles had been fired. The Dusman had said it was a dispersed energy weapon. Only no such weapon she was aware of caused EMP damage. “Where’s F’esk?” she asked. Neither Shefoo nor Freep remembered seeing the Dusman since everything went to hell. She would have thought that if the alien had been taken from the CIC dead or injured, Rodriguez would have told her. 
 
    Don’t have time to worry about it now, she thought. Her pinplants worked fine, so once she visually read information it could be processed internally. Uploading data without her pinlinks was arduously slow. She was absorbing a slate screen full of information relayed to her from Afeeko, her DCC, when the intercom crackled to life. 
 
    “CIC, this is engineering, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Mr. Long, good to hear your voice,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Good to hear you as well. Afeeko just made his way back here and wanted a report, but I have the intercom back and wanted to save time.” 
 
    “How soon can you give me power and attitude control?” 
 
    “Attitude control is at your discretion,” the Jeha engineer said from far aft. “Main power is going to be a problem.” 
 
    “Computers out?” 
 
    “No, the fusion control computers took the EM hit, but the buffers didn’t. They tripped; all of them.” 
 
    Alexis started to say something and stopped. “All the buffers?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Freep asked. 
 
    Shefoo explained for him. “The fusion reactions are contained by massive superconducting magnets called buffers. If they fail, the reaction will run away and consume the reactor along with everyone in the engine room.” 
 
    “But we’re still alive, obviously,” Freep said. 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis said. “There’s an emergency procedure; it’s automated. If the reactors are about to lose containment, the fusion plasma is dumped overboard.” She turned her attention back to Long. “How much in the capacitors?” 
 
    “Enough for basics,” he said. “Not enough to generate a reaction.” 
 
    “See what you can do,” she ordered. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “We can’t restart them, can we?” Freep asked Shefoo. The Buma shook her head no. 
 
    Freep’s simplified controllers beeped, and he examined them. “I have thruster control, Captain.” 
 
    “Stabilize our spin please. How many gyros are still working?” 
 
    “Two,” Freep said. “Enough.” 
 
    Alexis felt the gentle bumps from their reaction control thrusters bringing the ship into stable flight. Or rather, stable drift. She was all too aware that their last course had them heading directly toward the shipyards. Shipyards which had apparently transformed into a frightening weapon. She didn’t know if the other ships had succumbed to those weapons, and she didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    “Any chance on comms?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m working on it, ma’am,” Shefoo replied. “The main transmitter isn’t blown, but the computer interfaces are all toast.” 
 
    Alexis turned on the intercom and was immediately assailed by dozens of voices. The computer usually multiplexed the channels so everyone could talk at once and you only heard your intended recipient. Obviously, it was down. She opened the arm control on her command couch and found the manual intercom override. 
 
    “This is the captain speaking. Everyone, organize comms on channels.” She proceeded to quickly assign departments to channels, finishing with DCC on channel nine, the last one available. Everyone had been on the default, channel zero. After a second, she changed to nine. “Afeeko?” 
 
    “Here, Captain. Good thinking on the channels.” 
 
    “At least something is going right. I need comms.” 
 
    “I’ll add it to the list, ma’am.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, without comms I can’t check on the rest of the squadron.” 
 
    “With all due respect, without life support it won’t matter.” 
 
    She turned and stared at the nearest ventilator. There was no reassuring breeze coming from it. Fuck. “How long do we have?” 
 
    “A couple of hours. Emergency oxygen is feeding, and the pressure regulators are mechanical. After that, it’s space suits.” 
 
    Since they’d been in combat, everyone was wearing their issued pressure uniforms and carrying collapsed helmets and gloves. They didn’t, however, have oxygen. If your section lost pressure, you’d plug in your pressure suits to the nearest outlet. There were only a few dozen actual space suits on the ship. While it was romantic to imagine everyone having full space suits, there were almost 300 lives on board, and full spacesuits weren’t small. Space was at a premium on warships. 
 
    “Understood. As soon as you can.” 
 
    “Will do,” Afeeko said and shut off his intercom. 
 
    “Lieutenant Shefoo, can you try and get it going yourself?” 
 
    “I’m not as well versed on the computer systems as the transmitters,” she admitted. 
 
    “I am,” Alexis said, and she floated over to help. 
 
    An hour later, she was startled by a cool breeze on the back of her neck and pulled out of the console she’d been immersed in. The life support air circulator was working. “I need to promote Afeeko,” she said. Freep, who’d put his face next to a vent and was breathing deeply of the cool air, nodded profusely. The DCC might have said they had several hours left, but they’d all felt the air was running out faster. 
 
    When Freep returned to the navigational sensors he’d been working on, he yelped in surprise. 
 
    “What is it, Ensign?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “I have basic radar,” he said. “Low power, but it’s all directions.” He closed his eyes and turned to the Tri-V before he remembered he couldn’t project data. “Sorry,” he said when nothing happened. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. What do you see?” 
 
    “I have four ships coming in. All I can tell is they’re small and approaching slowly.” 
 
    Enemy boarding? She silently wondered. Can’t take the chance. “What direction are they approaching?” 
 
    “All four amidships locks.” 
 
    Alexis changed to intercom channel three, the one she’d assigned to her marines. “Lieutenant Williams?” It was a few seconds before he responded. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “We have multiple small craft inbound. I think they are boarding craft.” 
 
    “I’ll get my men together,” Williams replied. “They’re all over the ship helping Long.” 
 
    “Less than five minutes,” Freep said. 
 
    “Better hurry,” Alexis said. 
 
    “I heard. Will do.” 
 
    Alexis changed to the all-hands intercom. “Attention, all hands, prepare to be boarded. Clear all airlocks and stand aside for marines. All officers, assure your sidearms are present.” 
 
    “I’ve got closed circuit cameras too,” Freep said. “Only I can’t find a monitor working…” 
 
    “Use this one,” Shefoo said and pointed to a glowing monitor. 
 
    Freep eyed the monitor and tried a couple of different manual codes, fumbling one handed until the monitor flashed to life. “Got it,” the SalSha said. The helmsman used a joystick to move the camera around until a blunt-nosed shape came into focus. Puffs of RCS gas could be seen as it approached. 
 
    Alexis sighed. “It’s one of our boarding shuttles from Draco,” she said and smiled. “Help has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Asteroid 2022-65-K, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Despite the confidence Jim had voiced to Captain Su, he was far from certain of the task at hand. To date, he’d performed six HALD drops. High Altitude, Low Deploy was the hallmark of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, and what set them apart from other heavy assault CASPer units. It was a vision of his grandfather finally brought to life by his father decades ago. He now knew how his dad, Thaddeus, must have felt in those first drops. 
 
    “This is nuts,” he said in his CASPer cockpit. Once again, the absence of Splunk was a missing part of him as he went through the powered armor’s checklist. Bucephalus had paused her burn just long enough to let Jim’s soldiers scramble from the dropships and snap maneuvering pods on their suits. It wasn’t a drill they’d ever done. Luckily, the support team was on the ball, and they finished just in time. 
 
    Making their way to the cargo lock under four Gs would have been impossible on foot. In the armor it was merely difficult. His Mk 7 CASPer had built-in protocols to operate under as much as three Gs. It was a simple matter to use pinplants to push the parameters. It was a slow, shuffle step movement under four Gs. 
 
    “Bucephalus Actual to Cartwright’s Actual.” 
 
    “Cartwright’s Actual, go ahead,” Jim commed. 
 
    “I’ve programmed the pause for your preps to look like we’re staging deceleration,” Captain Su explained. “I can’t give you any more without tipping your hand.” 
 
    “It’s enough,” Jim said, still not feeling any stress from the acceleration. In fact, now that it was only four Gs, he felt spry. He looked around the loading bay, usually full of cargo when they were docked to a space station. It would be the first time he’d jump out of a starship underway. A flash comm from Bucephalus’s computer came into his pinplants. “T-1 minute to MECO.” Main engine cutoff was a minute away. The ship would again cut power, and his Cavaliers would pour out into space. 
 
    “Remember to clear our firing solutions quickly.” Captain Su’s guidance from their incredibly quick briefing came back to him. The absolute last thing he wanted to do was be between Bucephalus and her ring of 50-megawatt defensive laser pods and a swarm of attacking drones. 
 
    Because the drones were racing to make an attack on Bucephalus, they were coming in fast and would rake the ship as they passed. Jim’s company of CASPers would dive right through the attacking wave and, hopefully, not get caught between the two aggressors. 
 
    “T-10 seconds to MECO.” 
 
    “Open the loading bay door, please,” Jim commed. The deck plates rumbled under him as the bay door began rolling to the side. Good thing it doesn’t go up, he thought. It was unlikely the motors would be strong enough. 
 
    His entire First Platoon, twenty of them, crowded at the edge, all magnetically locked to the deck. Buddha’s Second Platoon was right behind him and would follow seconds later. There had been no argument about Jim going first. Since the beginning of the Cavaliers over a century ago, the commander was always the first in and the last out. He led the charge. 
 
    “MECO.” 
 
    They would have floated away without the magnetic locks. Jim leaned his CASPer forward, out into space. “Let’s go!” he said, simultaneously releasing the clamps and triggering a burst from his suit’s maneuvering jets. Along with his platoon, he floated out into the void. 
 
    When one performed a HALD, a dropship would take you into the very top of a planet’s atmosphere, barely in the troposphere, at a steep angle, then perform a pull-out while releasing you. This effectively launched you at the planet. The lower and faster the shuttle, the hotter the drop. It was a delicate ballet because, by Union law, the ground defenses could shoot at you in orbit while you were not allowed to return fire above ten miles. 
 
    Jumping out of a starship in interstellar space with no planet’s atmosphere to slow you was a whole different ballgame. Space seemed to go on forever, which of course it did. As soon as he was in space, the radar and LIDAR sensors on the flight pack activated and fed data to his pinplants. The suit’s computer went insane! 
 
    At least a dozen incoming objects conflicted with his platoon’s flight paths. It was too much to assist each of them, instead he had to trust them to do what was necessary to protect themselves and complete the mission. 
 
    His flight computer said there were three looming targets which would intersect or nearly intersect his own flight path. They were small. He could see why Su thought they were drones, only they didn’t have the energy signature you would expect from a drone. If fact, they had almost no energy signature at all. With barely a second before the first target would intersect, Jim deployed his arm shield and rotated the CASPer so the shield was facing his direction of travel. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    What are the odds? Jim wondered as he was temporarily thrown into a spin from the impact. A yellow status light lit on his shield. Once he stabilized, he turned his attention to the shield and found himself staring into two tiny compound eyes and a pair of waving antenna. 
 
    “Goka!” he yelled over the Cavalier’s all-hands channel just as the cockroach-like alien produced a laser pistol and aimed it squarely at the center of his cockpit. 
 
    Since the bug was hanging onto his shield, Jim just shifted his shield arm and the Goka’s shot went high. Jim triggered the blade on his right arm. It snapped in place silently, except for the sound transmitted through the suit, then he swung it down over his left arm. Gore spurted in globs as vacuum sucked the guts out of the Goka. He wasn’t a fan of bugs. 
 
    Approach radar warned of two more incoming as he shook the dead alien off his shield. It also showed they were altering their course to intercept. He retracted his arm blade and activated the minigun on the same arm. As he did so he sent to Bucephalus, “Cartwright’s Actual to Bucephalus, the enemy targets are Goka troopers, repeat, Goka.” He didn’t have time to wait for a reply as the next bug was streaking toward him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Squad leaders, give me a head count,” Jim ordered as he ran a diagnostic on his shoulder mounted MAC; it wasn’t reloading properly. The Goka had used their little maneuvering packs to good effect. 
 
    “No casualties,” Double T said for Jim’s squad. 
 
    “Lost Tin-Tin and Escarpa,” Sergeant Melissa “Tap” Tapper said for his second squad. 
 
    “Private Courser’s suit redlined, no sign of him,” Sergeant Najmul “Naj” Hasan, Buddha’s squad sergeant reported. 
 
    “They got privates Smith and Duke,” Sergeant Edward “Jack” Daniels said with a sigh. 
 
    Jim nodded to himself; every single one of the losses were newbies straight out of cadre. He wished there’d been a marine merc company handy on Earth when he left. The Cavaliers just weren’t specialists at this shit. Five dead in as many minutes. 
 
    “Noted. Tighten up and ride shields down. There’s a lot of garbage floating around now, let’s use it.” 
 
    “Just some more garbage,” Sergeant Daniels said. 
 
    “You’d know, Jack,” Tap said, and the command channel reverberated with chuckles. The men were holding up. They were mercs. As noncoms, this wasn’t the first blood shed under their leadership, and it sure wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    “All right, cut it out,” Buddha commed. 
 
    Jim was sure he heard regret in the man’s voice. After all, he was a sergeant not all that long ago. An XO can’t be part of the banter; his job was to hold the team together and keep them on task. 
 
    They had a few seconds before they had to prepare for intercept, and he used it to check on Bucephalus. The cruiser hadn’t slowed. Instead, shortly after discharging the troopers, Su had spun her ship about and accelerated slightly, directly through the swarm of Goka, who clearly hadn’t expected such a tactic. His data was limited due to the increasing distance, but he could see the ship using close-in defensive lasers to good effect, and its increased speed would make it difficult for the Goka to board the ship. 
 
    Diagnostics on his MAC confirmed it had loader damage. It should be capable of ten rounds per minute, but now it would only reload after he nudged it with an arm. He missed Splunk, who would no doubt have managed to repair it. 
 
    Lasers flashed out from the asteroid they were approaching, but they appeared to be random and none found a Cavalier. As Jim hoped, their radar likely couldn’t pick out the coasting CASPers from all the garbage floating nearby and wasn’t able to lock in on them. His computer warned him when it was time to brake. The surviving Cavaliers spun out of their protective balls and fired their thruster packs hard. 
 
    They might not have been fusion-driven torches, but they also didn’t have to push thousands of tons. Depending on the model of CASPer, they were less than a ton. The thrusters burned a hypergolic fuel and were limited by burn time and mass, same as the jumpjets. His could produce six Gs for a total of five minutes, then he was walking. It was about middle of the road for the CASPers with him. 
 
    Now that they were closer to the asteroid, he was able to see more details. He immediately noticed a small corvette or possibly a free trader docked by an umbilical to the asteroid. 2022-65-K only had a minimal gravity, so a ship could stand off with intermittent use of RCS thrusters. 
 
    “Buddha, detail a squad to secure that ship.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir. Sergeant Daniels, career opportunity.” 
 
    Jim saw Buddha’s Second Squad cut off and angle toward the ship, braking to land on it. They were close enough now the enemy couldn’t use lasers because their radar wasn’t calibrated for close range. Then he was out of fuel, and the asteroid loomed before him. 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said as he saw he was still moving at over 100 meters per second. 
 
    He had a half-second’s warning before two small shapes rocketed in next to him. He tried to bring his minigun around, but they were on him too quickly. Goka, he thought as the figures grabbed him and began breaking. It was only then he realized they were not Goka. 
 
    “We have you, Vok’ka,” Achilles said. 
 
    “What took you so long, Osk’ii?” 
 
    The hard Dusman actually let out a little laugh as they used their highly advanced powered armor to help bring Jim in for a smooth landing on asteroid 2022-65-K’s rocky surface. He still had RCS fuel, so he was able to stay on the surface. 
 
    “We need to find the entry point,” Jim said. 
 
    “My team has it,” Achilles said. “They’re already inside. There are bugs everywhere.” 
 
    “We are killing them for you,” the other Dusman said. 
 
    It sounded like Athena, but he wasn’t certain. “I need some of them alive,” Jim said. 
 
    “Why?” Athena asked. 
 
    “So we can find out why they’re here.” 
 
    “We already downloaded the entire contents of their computers,” Achilles said. 
 
    “Oh,” Jim said. “Well, that’s different then.” The two Dusman led him inside. 
 
    Despite the Dusman’s self-assurance, there was still fighting. The asteroid had a lot of Goka. No more Cavaliers died, but they did suffer several casualties in the fighting. Two of the squad sent to secure the ship were disabled by the crew, which turned out to be HecSha. The lizards were pretty good at close quarters fighting. The squad had taken two casualties on the drop, which left only eight for the assault. There were four HecSha on the ship, and two-to-one odds were about as low as you want if you’re going to get up close with them. 
 
    “We got the ship’s captain,” Sergeant Daniels commed. “Really old lizard named Gob.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jim said. “Hold him for questioning; we’ve just about got the asteroid cleaned out.” 
 
    It was more like watching the Dusman work and backing them up. Unlike in Rolling Stone, this time Jim got to watch. The Konar were incredible in tight spaces. They had thrusters built into them with a seemingly endless fuel supply. The suits were made with plates, which could form and reform however the wearer wanted, including creating blades or shields. The primary weapon was a laser which didn’t seem to have an external structure. The operator just pointed an arm and it fired. Either arm, or both at the same time. He was sure he’d seen one of them fire over the shoulder. 
 
    The beam was as powerful as the heavy chemical lasers they sometimes mounted on a CASPer in lieu of a MAC. He guessed two megawatts. Plus, they could fire them in a sustained beam, wielding the weapon like a damned lightsaber. 
 
    “What it must have been like with them in combat,” he marveled. 
 
      
 
    He stopped the Raknar as the rest of his Fist came abreast. Sensors showed the city teemed with the Kahraman’s servitors. There were many unaligned races there as well, caught unawares when the battle shifted to their world. It didn’t matter. 
 
    He dropped out of K’I Akee and addressed the Osk’tor. “I want one of their battle leaders to interrogate.” 
 
    “It will be done, Vok’tor.” 
 
    His Raknar opened, and the Konar bounded out. Thousands of the shining armored commandos flashed forward, forming into Stars as they entered the city. The mewling sub-creatures who inhabited the metropolis screamed and fled before the onslaught. Soon they were under fire, and the slaughter began. It would have been easier to stomp the city flat, but sometimes you tired of the slaughter. The commandos had enjoyed little amusement on this offensive. He’d rest his Vanguard for a time and let the Konar play. His PhoSha looked back at him. 
 
    “Soon enough,” he told his driver. “Soon enough, we’ll make them pay for harboring the enemy.” 
 
    The PhoSha grunted in satisfaction, and they watched as the Osk’tor went building to building, killing. He wasn’t certain they’d harbored the Kahraman’s servitors, but it didn’t really matter. Word would get out, and a point would be made. His ranks of Raknar awaited the order to attack. 
 
      
 
    Jim shook himself violently. The waking dreams were beginning to worry him. A Goka suddenly slithered out of a ventilation shaft and aimed a laser at Private Cockle’s back. Fast as lighting, Jim’s arm blade snapped out, and he impaled the bug. It screeched and writhed, its bodily fluids pumping around the blade. 
 
    Jim pulled his arm back and examined the massive cockroach-like alien. It had held the weapon as if it were unfamiliar with it. These weren’t fighters. It produced a blade and swung it at his cockpit. He caught the arm in his left hand and crushed it. The bug screamed again. He pushed it down against a wall, braced his back against another wall for leverage, and pulverized its thorax with a massive metal foot. 
 
    Excellent, whispered in the back of his mind. 
 
    Just over an hour after entering the asteroid, it was secure. The majority of it was repressurized as added security against any Goka still in unpressurized areas, making it harder for them to infiltrate. If they tried to cut through, they’d know, and since the Goka didn’t use spacesuits, it also meant they would soon run out of air and die. While the bugs were tough, they could only live in space unassisted for a few minutes. 
 
    Sergeant Daniels placed the HecSha captain with the surviving Goka. All the prisoners were being held in the largest cavern—what Jim thought might be a brood chamber. It had thousands of cells covering most of the walls which, thankfully, didn’t hold eggs or little Goka. He shuddered at the idea the Goka were breeding in his star system. 
 
    Daniels hadn’t been kidding; the sauroid captain looked ancient. His thick hide was dried out and his eyes were cybernetic, replaced at some time in the past. The alien looked around at the other Cavaliers’ CASPers gathered in the big chamber. If Jim had to interpret his expression, it would have been surly and dejected. Then Gob spotted the ten Konar dispersed in a tactical covering pattern that gave them a field of fire covering almost every area of the chamber. The HecSha did an unmistakable double take at the Konar. 
 
    Achilles and Athena had stayed with Jim the whole time they were fighting. As soon as the HecSha was brought in, Achilles’s suit shivered and opened like magic. He stared at the HecSha and shook his head. “You creatures again,” he said. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Gob demanded. “What race is this little thing; I’ve never seen them before.” 
 
    Jim opened the cockpit on his CASPer after anchoring the boots on a section of metallic plate. The HecSha’s mechanical eyes swept over him, measuring, judging. “Captain Gob, I am Jim Cartwright, commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers and representative of the Terran Federation.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of your merc company,” Gob said. 
 
    “You’re a merc?” 
 
    Gob snorted. “I’m a Blazer,” he said. 
 
    Jim accessed his pinplants. There were a lot of Human meanings for the word, but he was interested in what the GalNet had to say. One stood out: Blazer—a team or teams specializing in locating prime worlds for first contact. Usually they were paid by a guild for such data. 
 
    “Why would Blazers be interested in Earth?” Jim asked. “Our first contact was over a century ago by the Buma and the Trade Guild.” 
 
    Another snort. “I thought you Humans had grown up enough to know when you were being lied to.” Jim was about to ask what Gob meant when the HecSha pointed at Achilles again. “I asked what that is.” 
 
    “This?” Jim asked, gesturing at his companion. “This is Osk’ii Achilles. He’s a Dusman.” 
 
    “You lie!” Gob roared. Jim’s translator took a moment to translate the bugled challenge. 
 
    “The Vok’ka does not lie,” Achilles said in what Jim’s pinplants tagged as perfect HecSha. “We are the Dusman.” 
 
    Gob looked at Achilles and the others still in their armor. His cybernetic eyes went back and forth over them. Jim knew they weren’t stupid—far from it. The HecSha were only part-time mercs. They were also excellent traders and among the most proficient bioengineers and geneticists in the galaxy. He shook his great, flat head in denial. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” he said. “No, you cannot be. The Dusman have been extinct for 20,000 years.” 
 
    “As a servitor race of the Kahraman, you only wish we were extinct,” Achilles said. His upper torso and arms were free of his Konar; his legs and hips were still enclosed. He held out his hand toward Gob, palm up. There was a tiny silver disc there, and it flashed to life. 
 
    It was the smallest Tri-V projector Jim had ever seen. The image floating there was of a lush jungle of massive ferns and rich undergrowth. Moving through the scene was a squat, hunched dinosaur. Or rather, it looked a little like an Akainacephalus, which couldn’t make up its mind if it were bipedal or quadrupedal. The head, however, was unmistakably reminiscent of the HecSha. 
 
    “You deny you were once the Hecfala? These are your ancestors, 100,000 years before the Kahraman uplifted you.” 
 
    “You have no proof, wild conjectures, outrageous lies!” Gob spluttered. Jim backed his CASper up a bit to avoid the flying phlegm. More images appeared in the miniature Tri-V. This time, it was the stages where the original Hecfala went through development. In the background was an examination table and various poses. Strange scientific apparatuses were visible at times. At least ten images showed the Hecfala turning into the HecSha. 
 
    “The Kahraman saw several useful factors in your protostock, not the least of which was a long lifespan, toughness, and quick brain. You ended up assisting them in uplifting further species, developing gene treatments, and eventually helping design their Canavar.” 
 
    Achilles turned to Jim. “We’ve analyzed the Goka files in the asteroid and the HecSha’s ship. There are details you will find fascinating.” 
 
    The HecSha made the slightest movement toward Jim. Achilles’s half-vacated Konar arm swept up and a tiny glowing spot appeared on Gob’s chest. Gob looked down at it, then at the Dusman. 
 
    “I estimate you are two centuries old, based on the nanite samples we recovered. If you wish to live another minute, you will make no further hostile movements.” A low sound like crunching gravel came from Gob, and he relaxed. “Vok’ka, are you interested in my conclusions from the data?” 
 
    “I am, though I’d like to see the data as well, Osk’ii.” 
 
    “You shall,” Achilles said. “This base has been here for one hundred seven of your solar years. It was established on Mercenary Guild orders shortly before first contact was made by the Buma. That first contact was also on Mercenary Guild orders. There was no connection to the Trade Guild. Based on what I read in the ship’s computers, the Mercenary Guild purchased a survey report from Gob here one hundred eighty-two years ago. 
 
    “The HecSha’s report contained some information which greatly interested the leader of the Mercenary Guild. They saw in Humanity a weapon. At least, this is my thought. Thus, this base was established to monitor the process of first contact because they were worried about side effects.” 
 
    “What kind of side effects?” Jim asked. “We were primitive compared to the Union.” 
 
    “It is true your technology was not as advanced; however, it had progressed at an astounding pace over the intervening fifty years between Gob’s initial survey and when the Mercenary Guild sent another survey. Too much, in their opinion.” He turned and gestured at Gob, who still had a glowing dot on his chest. “It was at this point Gob admitted what he’d done.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Jim asked the HecSha. 
 
    “One of my Blazer crews was accidentally lost on your planet,” Gob grumbled. 
 
    Achilles gave a single laugh. “That’s what you told them, and they believed you from the files I got on the asteroid. However, your ship’s log has the truth. One of his crewmembers, a Goka who’d worked for the Cartography Guild, managed to find your world was ripe for first contact, and took the information to Gob as a money-making prospect. You see, the Goka believed you were likely a merc race from his research. Gob agreed. Merc race contact bonuses are substantial.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jim interrupted. “The Mercenary Guild pays these Blazers if they find a new merc race?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Achilles agreed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gob confirmed. “About a thousand years ago they started offering finders’ fees for merc races. They only paid out a couple of times, but they were big. Really big, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “So big you didn’t want to share with the Goka who brought it to you. You sabotaged the shuttle he flew to do low altitude surveys on Earth. The shuttle beamed the data to Gob’s ship and then crashed.” 
 
    “You’re a real piece of work,” Jim said to Gob, who smiled. 
 
    “Gotta make a living, Human.” 
 
    “One of them survived the crash. He said there was no survivors. The leader of the Mercenary Guild was rightfully suspicious, and the rapid technological advancement increased that suspicion. Since this base was already established, they decided to maintain it and the HecSha here was employed as an expert.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jim said again. “Are you saying a Goka crashed on Earth one hundred eighty-two years ago?” Jim did the math. “That was…you are fucking kidding me! It was 1947.” He looked at the HecSha. “Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947?” 
 
    The HecSha shrugged. “I don’t remember the specifics,” he said. 
 
    “All right, so we had a Goka on Earth, which explains the whole aliens-in-Roswell stuff, and that made the Merc Guild suspicious we’d had technological help.” 
 
    “I believe it’s logical, too,” Achilles agreed. “Some of your technologies from the first contact era such as lasers, ion drives, and basic orbital landing systems parallel some Union tech too well. Items which could have been reverse engineered from the crashed ship. All of this made you a risk for first contact, but too warlike to pass up. So, the HecSha helped design a virus which was released on your planet shortly before first contact.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Jim said, glaring at the HecSha. 
 
    Gob shrugged. “I didn’t design the bug myself; I contracted it for the Merc Guild.” 
 
    “It was released in the year 2019 on your planet,” Achilles continued. “It wasn’t as successful as they hoped. The plan was to reduce your population by half to make it easier to swoop in and bootstrap you into the Union.” 
 
    “Naturally, we’d be grateful,” Jim said. “I know that virus, it created a pandemic in 2020. Only killed a few million, but it utterly wrecked the world’s economy which ended up killing millions more than the virus. We were still in pretty bad shape when the Buma showed up.” 
 
    “So, it kind of worked,” Gob said. His tone of voice was more than a little sanctimonious, and a voice in the back of Jim’s mind suggested the arm blade would be a good choice. 
 
    “You fuckers,” Jim said. Humans had been played. The whole damned planet. Oh, wait until Sansar got ahold of this data; she’d have a field day. Then he thought of something. “Wait, why is the base still active a hundred years later?” 
 
    “They were still researching your species for the Mercenary Guild, trying to find ways of subjugating you. The HecSha had a thinktank here, working on new virus ideas. They came up with one which ruined your Konar, or CASPers as you call them, and would have killed more of you if you hadn’t figured it out. Plus, this was a base from which to stage raids if necessary. When the invasion of your system happened, they used it for intel and kept it operational. This HecSha was getting his race’s life extension treatments, so he continued to run it for them.” 
 
    “Nice,” Jim said sarcastically. 
 
    “Thanks,” Gob said, completely missing Jim’s tone. “It was a big enough operation as the war started, so we hired the Kethra Syndicate to help. They provided logistics as well as doing a little piracy on the side. It was them who found some of your traitor Humans and hired them.” 
 
    Jim was disgusted. None of this would have happened if his own governments had taken security seriously 100 years ago. Instead, they had just raked in merc taxes and chugged along, apparently with a system lousy with alien spies, bioweapons designers, and who knew what else? 
 
    He turned to Achilles. “Was there anything in the data on the Klotho 97 asteroid?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Achilles said. “This syndicate was left largely on its own as long as they took pains to keep your feckless ‘republic’ from noticing them. There are entries which indicate there were contacts between the HecSha and your world government, and bribes were exchanged, albeit your government traitors believed it was solely to hide illegal mining, not what really went on.” 
 
    “Buddha?” 
 
    “Yes, Jim?” Buddha had listened to the entire exchange and looked just as disgusted as Jim. 
 
    “Take Captain Gob into custody along with any Goka who surrendered.” They’ll need to be questioned as well. “As soon as Bucephalus comes alongside, begin transferring the prisoners and any intel we can find. I want to at least look for our missing asteroid. After all, it’s why we came out here in the first place.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Buddha said. 
 
    “I’d just blow this sub-creature out into space,” Achilles suggested. 
 
    “Not just yet,” Jim said. “Nigel will want to take him back to Capital. He can bend the Mercenary Guild over and really give them a reaming with this.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll testify?” Gob demanded. 
 
    “You’ll do what your told,” Achilles said. “There are some things worse than death.” His little white teeth gleamed in a savage smile which made Gob’s crest stand up in alarm. 
 
    “We already have the data,” Jim reminded him. “The only reason I don’t execute you here and now is that your testimony is not as easily refuted when that data is added. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Sure,” Gob said, and he was led away by Buddha and a squad of troopers. 
 
    Jim floated there for a time, thinking. Roswell, New Mexico. A big piece fell into place with a resounding crash. An epiphany so profound he let out an audible “Oof.” He needed to have a meeting with an old friend back on Earth. But first, there was work that needed to be finished here. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis floated down the ramps between decks, listening to Afeeko as she moved. All key personnel now wore radios, issued from the marines’ stores. There weren’t enough to go around, so they made do. 
 
    “We’re still trying to get the emergency fusion generator working,” Afeeko explained. They’d been adrift for four hours and were making incredibly slow progress on repairs. The big problem was that they still had no fusion power. 
 
    The machines were a wonder of Union engineering. They were also power-hungry pigs. So much so, that in order to start a fusion reactor you needed another fusion reactor. The only exception was the small reactor used by Pegasus’s marines. They could have used a shuttle’s reactor, but they were all cold, too. The marines’ reactor had capacitors built-in with enough power for a cold start. 
 
    “We’re running critical ship’s systems off a partial spinal mount capacitor charge. We’re losing a lot of energy in transfer though.” 
 
    “I understand,” Alexis said. “Just tell me how long.” 
 
    “The Dusman are a huge help, when they’re not bitching.” Afeeko and Long made no secret about how much they hated the little aliens, especially since the Dusman complained constantly about every change from the base Egleesius design. “If nothing else goes sideways, we’ll be ready to cold start the marines’ reactor in two hours. We should have all the F11 stores from the shuttles, drone control, and reserve pumped in by then. If we get hit again with that weapon…” 
 
    “I know,” Alexis said. “How are the radiation levels?” 
 
    “Manageable. It’s a good thing our helmsman changed our course so we were in the lee of the planet or we’d be cooked. Even so, if we pass the planet…” 
 
    “I doubt that will happen,” Alexis said. We’ll be attacked long before we pass the planet. “Anyway, keep me appraised of repairs.” 
 
    She reached Deck 19, officers’ berthing, and moved until she reached her quarters. She spent most nights in her ready room, close to the bridge; this time she wanted the privacy of not getting her door knocked on for every little issue. Lieutenant Shefoo was in command. She could handle anything which wasn’t life-or-death. Alexis hadn’t slept in 32 hours, and she needed to close her eyes for at least an hour. 
 
    There was a program in her pinplants which would allow her to maximize REM sleep. Alexis didn’t use it often—it usually gave her horrific nightmares—but this was going to have to be one of those occasions. She took a precious ten minutes to use the stateroom’s zero-G shower and clean up. She could smell her own stink, which meant everyone else could, too. The aliens didn’t care. She did. 
 
    Clean and in a fresh uniform, she used the mesh strap to secure herself to her bunk, triggered the sleep state app in her pinplants for 90 minutes, and was out immediately. 
 
    Like every other time, she had bad dreams. This time it was Ghost coming to her, still in the body of her sister Katrina. “I need your body,” Ghost slurred as it reached for her with aged, bony fingers. Alexis tried to shove it away as her sister’s fingers slowly reached for her pinplants. 
 
    “No!” Alexis screamed and woke up in her darkened stateroom. She’d come partially out of the securing netting, her arms flailing in zero gravity. She consciously controlled her breathing with great effort. “I hate that,” she said in the gloom. A moment later, she realized she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “bAd dReaMs?” a voice croaked. 
 
    Alexis reached for her sidearm before realizing she’d left the weapon in the bathroom. That voice, she thought. “Ghost?” 
 
    “YeS, anD nO.” 
 
    She focused and saw it was Patrick Leonard, or what used to be him. When Alexis had been assumed dead, and a prisoner of General Peepo, Ghost had abandoned the body of Katrina Cromwell, which it had inhabited for more than 20 years, jumping into the young body she saw before her. Only, Patrick wasn’t young anymore. He’d aged years in the short time he’d hosted Ghost. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I aM gOinG to hAvE to rE-inHabIt the sHip.” 
 
    “Why is this a problem? You were in the ship when Lawrence Kosmalski found you.” 
 
    “No, I wAs noT. I wAs in a sPeciaLy cOnStruCted mObiLe suiT. In iT, I paSseD thE eOns. SafE.” 
 
    “Then why do you need to go back into the computer?” 
 
    “I caN tElL yOu fiNallY.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “I hAvE pErmiSsiOn. LiSten.” Ghost explained it to her. He explained it all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Vicinity of Asteroid Klotho 97, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    “It’s good and gone,” Captain Su said as she watched the sensor data scroll across the CIC Tri-V. “No residual effects of a high-thrust tug, either.” 
 
    Jim remembered when they’d moved his asteroid base Upsilon 4 after arriving in the New Warsaw system. It had taken a dozen of the Winged Hussars’ most powerful tugs hours at maximum to shift the rock’s orbit 3%. Using so much fusion power left traces which could be picked up years later, apparently. 
 
    “Why would anyone go to such an effort, anyway?” Jim wondered aloud. Captain Su shook her head. It doesn’t make any sense. Jim turned to Achilles floating next to him. “Do you have any insight?” 
 
    “It could have been transitioned to hyperspace like we did for the Raknar depot,” the Dusman suggested. 
 
    While that was certainly a possibility, the problems were many-fold. In order to do it without a stargate, the asteroid would need to be covered with hyperspace shunts, which created the gateway to hyperspace. A stargate was simply a massive series of shunts and power generators. It didn’t take much energy to stay in hyperspace for something as big as an asteroid, due to the inverse square law governing hyperspatial physics. It took a nearly infinite amount of energy to keep a shuttle in hyperspace, while you could hold a trillion-ton asteroid with less than a megawatt. 
 
    According to all the data he had access to, Klotho 97 was just a bare rock. Smith Industries had installed a survey module, which was essentially a small, self-contained mining ship. It was meant to slowly drill into the asteroid with robots and find veins of valuable minerals and map the interior. The modules were also available for anyone to use if they were in distress, and others had saved lives after ships experienced accidents. Each module contained a transponder, which also wasn’t there. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Jim finally agreed. 
 
    “But improbable,” Achilles said. “You Humans don’t have enough access to shunts. It would take hundreds to displace an asteroid this size.” 
 
    Jim nodded; the Dusman had the heart of it. 
 
    “We’ve been sweeping the area,” Captain Su said. “I have drones out in all directions extending our sensor range, looking for signs of activity.” 
 
    “How long until they’re at maximum range?” Jim asked. 
 
    “They’re at a light second now and are braking for the return.” She gestured at the Tri-V which now showed Bucephalus at the center as a green triangle with dozens of tiny flashing green dots like a globe around the merc cruiser. Nothing was displayed nearby. When he’d first gone into space, he’d thought asteroid belts were crowded with rocks everywhere. Of course, the truth was far from the fiction. At the densest point of Sol’s asteroid field, the average distance between the asteroids was 900,000 kilometers, or three light seconds. 
 
    As there wasn’t anything to do except wait, Jim relaxed and watched the data stream. He used his pinplants to examine the area of space where Klotho 97 should be. Jupiter was currently only seven light minutes away and slightly down in the ecliptic. Basically, next door, but too far away for anyone to see what happened to Klotho 97. It didn’t help that he didn’t know when it happened. Sometime in the last year was about as much as he knew. 
 
    A target appeared on the Tri-V. It was identified as a known asteroid. In the following five minutes three more asteroids were located, all where they should be. The neighborhood seemed perfectly normal except one 100-kilometer-wide asteroid was gone. After that, the drones reached the edge of their operational envelope. 
 
    “I guess that’s that,” Captain Su said. The drones were coming to a stop relative to Bucephalus and would soon begin boosting back. Then two more items were found, neither of which were identified. “Oh, what have we here?” 
 
    “Basic information only,” the sensor ops tech said. “Extreme edge of drone’s instrument range. One appears to be between 80 and 100 kilometers across, the other 50 and 60 kilometers across. Both are heading outward at roughly the same velocity, around 20 meters per second. 
 
    “Plot their reverse course, please,” she ordered. The technicians chewed their data. 
 
    “Plot coming on Tri-V.” On the display the two distant dots generated lines back along their course, intersecting to the point where Bucephalus sat in space. 
 
    “It exploded?” Jim asked. “Someone blew it in half?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Su said. “But unlikely. There’s no other debris. Any explosion would have left some junk behind, right here.” She looked at Jim. “Colonel, with permission I’d like to expend the two closest drones.” 
 
    The captain could command the drones to continue toward the two distant asteroids, but then they would expend their fuel and fly away, probably eventually entering a heliocentric orbit around the sun. She asked Jim because he paid the bills, and sensor drones were not cheap. 
 
    “Your call,” Jim said. 
 
    “Very well. Drone control, push them out toward the new targets. Authorized to burn the drones.” 
 
    “Designate Omega and Epsilon,” TacCom said. 
 
    “Drones nineteen and forty-one proceeding past bingo,” the drone operator confirmed. “All others RTB.” 
 
    The two sacrificial drones accelerated again toward their targets, sending fresh data as they moved. In another ten minutes, they had enough data to postulate what happened. 
 
    “Looks like they had Sir Isaac Newton calling the shot,” Captain Su said and chuckled. 
 
    “I’m not following,” Jim said. 
 
    “Omega is your Klotho 97; Epsilon is Copenhagen 1992-B.” The Tri-V cleared and showed two plots. The one labeled Copenhagen 1992-B passed close to Klotho 97. “It gave Epsilon a little push.” The plot of Epsilon shifted until it just missed Klotho 97, but still altered Klotho 97’s path. Impressive orbital mechanics at work; both asteroids’ courses altered outward off the plane of the ecliptic.” 
 
    “Oh, duh,” Jim said. He’d looked up Sir Isaac Newton as soon as Su said the name, but he didn’t stop her because the graphics were cool. 
 
    “Course set for Klotho 97,” helm reported. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    The med techs moved the unconscious body out of the computer room. They’d already attached life monitoring equipment and got an IV going. Dr. Ramirez was holding onto an electrical conduit next to the hatchway. Alexis thought he had a haunted look about him. Between her pregnancy and what he’d just witnessed, she wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Rodriguez said. “I’m sure Nemo would have no problem with this, but I’m not Nemo.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Alexis said, watching the body being taken away. 
 
    “I’ve heard that before. I need to see to my patient.” 
 
    “What’s his problem?” F’esk watched the doctor float after the medtechs. 
 
    “He’s conflicted about some things we’ve been doing.” 
 
    “Humans are a study in conflicts,” F’esk said. “You conflict with yourselves, but mostly you conflict against your ridiculous morals.” 
 
    “How do you deal with your morals?” Alexis asked the Dusman. 
 
    “What makes you think we have morals?” He took an item out of his pocket. “Here is what you asked for.” 
 
    Alexis took the item. It was a pinlink, though not like the one burned out by the EMP weapon. She clicked it to her pinplant and instantly felt the external connectivity return. “Thank you.” 
 
    “We only had materials to quickly fabricate forty-two of them.” He let a little case float over to her. “So you should use them sparingly.” 
 
    “They’ll help a lot,” she said. “You realize we’re going to be boarded, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” F’esk said. “They don’t know what they’re getting themselves in for. Between your marines and my Konar, it is going to be interesting.” 
 
    Alexis glanced at the case and had a thought. “The Dusman are experts in technology,” she said. 
 
    “Clearly,” he replied in his typically arrogant manner. 
 
    “Then why don’t you have pinplants?” 
 
    He gave her a smile which wasn’t really a smile. “Morals.” 
 
    The radio beeped, and Alexis answered. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Captain,” Freep said. “The radar is working better now, and I have six ships on intercept. They do not look like our craft.” 
 
    “Understood. Sound general quarters.” 
 
    “Showtime,” F’est said. 
 
    This time she thought his smile was honest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Vicinity of Asteroid Klotho 97, Asteroid Belt, Sol System 
 
    Bucephalus wasn’t as fast as a drone. What had taken the drone an hour took the ship nearly a day at two Gs constant thrust. The drone had arrived in the asteroid’s vicinity long before Bucephalus. Even though the drone was out of fuel, it was able to continue transmitting data. Klotho 97 was no longer an unmodified asteroid; it now harbored dozens of small domes as well as several starships. The rock’s albedo had been modified to make it difficult to detect at any range. 
 
    “Looks like they didn’t want anyone nosing around,” Jim said as they examined the data back in Bucephalus’s CIC. 
 
    “They also don’t have static defenses,” Captain Su said. “They were hiding, but not willing to fight.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re just waiting until we get closer?” Jim wondered. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Achilles said as he floated in to join them. “The last place with the Goka was what you would expect. These are not fighters; they are hiding.” 
 
    “Let’s see what they have to say,” Captain Su said. “Cut power so we can transmit.” They were now one light second out and closing slowly. “Asteroid Klotho 97, this is EMS Bucephalus. We require you to respond.” 
 
    “Please do not fire,” a voice responded a few seconds later. 
 
    “Checking on the race’s language,” a technician said. 
 
    “Not necessary,” Jim said. “Those are Aku.” 
 
    “Wait,” Captain Su said. “The turtles?” 
 
    “Right in one,” Jim said. “Is Chiss there?” he asked the speaker. 
 
    “I am Chiss. Am I speaking to our savior, Jim Cartwright?” 
 
    “You are,” Jim said. “Chiss, what are you doing in our star system?” 
 
    “Can I explain?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Please come over, and we will tell you.” 
 
    Jim agreed, but Captain Su was suspicious. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he assured her. “They’re harmless.” 
 
    “Where have I heard that before?” 
 
    Jim rode over to the asteroid habitat in a Phoenix with his personal squad and Achilles’s detachment. At his insistence, the Dusman weren’t in Konar, though they were all armed. His own men were as well, and another Phoenix was on standby with Buddha and CASPers, because though he said they were helpless, one never really knew. 
 
    The asteroid base was impressive, especially when you considered the Aku had arrived with only junk ships nobody wanted. As they flew over, Jim could see most had been stripped for parts. Only one small ship remained functional, and it appeared to have been refitted as a mining vessel. Chiss greeted them at the main airlock, which was part of the original outpost established by Smith Industries. 
 
    “It is good to see Jim Cartwright again,” Chiss said. The aliens were basically turtles who were half the size of Humans. They moved with a hunched over gait and had rather long, dexterous hands. Their heads and all their limbs could be withdrawn into their armored shell. The race was also incredibly resistant to radiation, which was why they’d been enslaved by the KzSha. 
 
    “I am glad to see you, too, Chiss, but why are you here?” 
 
    “First, see what we’ve done.” 
 
    He took them through the base, which was largely dug into Klotho 97. The tunnels were extensive and well-constructed, though Jim had to float horizontally because they weren’t very wide. The Dusman weren’t bothered by it. He guessed there were miles of tunnels. Habitation zones were common, with all manner of workshops, living spaces, and common areas. The greenhouses on the surface grew a wide variety of plant life to clean the atmosphere as well as feed the Aku. One space looked like a nursery; it held thousands of eggs being carefully tended. 
 
    “How did you build all of this?” Jim asked. 
 
    “The Peacemakers gave us slates with learning on them. We learned.” 
 
    “Boy, did you. Forgive me if I’m wrong, but you weren’t a technological race when I knew you.” 
 
    “No, but many of our enslaved members were taught how to use tools by the KzSha. The Peacemakers brought to the KzSha world all they could of our surviving people. Many had learned sciences and skills. We learned more. By the time we arrived here, we’d begun to understand things not on the slates.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Another Aku had floated over. Jim was shocked to see it had pinplants on its small armored head. “This is Afiss; he is my brother. Afiss has been studying hyperspacial physics.” 
 
    “Fascinating subject,” Afiss said. “I had to borrow data from your Aethernet. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jim said. “What other branches of science are you studying?” 
 
    “All of them,” Afiss said. 
 
    “That’ll take all your life!” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Afiss said. “I have another thousand years.” 
 
    “We are a long-lived race,” Chiss explained. 
 
    Achilles had appeared bored when they came onto the station. Once he realized there really was no threat, he’d been examining the habitat with detached interest. However, when they met Afiss and the Aku started talking about its learning and lifespan, Achilles listened closely to every word. Jim wondered what the Dusman was thinking. 
 
    “The Peacemakers gave you pinplants?” Jim asked, pointing to them on Afiss. 
 
    “No, the basics were in the data on the slates the Peacemakers gave us. I figured the rest out myself.” 
 
    Holy shit, Jim thought. “Okay, you still haven’t said why you were here.” 
 
    “You said you would help us if we needed. After the Peacemakers liberated us, we returned to our world, but no others of our kind survived. The Peacemakers gave us some ships, showed us how to operate them, gave us some slates with a limited copy of GalNet data, and left us. We didn’t know what to do, and they wouldn’t help anymore.” 
 
    “Sounds like Peacemakers,” Jim admitted. 
 
    “Scum,” Achilles spat. 
 
    Jim did a double take at the Dusman, then spoke to Chiss again. “Why didn’t you just contact me?” 
 
    “We tried but couldn’t. No messages reached you. We found out where Humans were from and came here looking for you. Only, it was a war. Nobody took notice of our pathetic ships. We fled to this asteroid field. When we located the beacon on this one, we just moved in.” 
 
    “You did all this in a year?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chiss said. “We could have done more, but we only had the ships to start with. We’re beginning to manufacture new equipment now, but the progress is slow.” 
 
    “Did you move the asteroid too?” 
 
    “Yes, again, sorry. We were afraid whoever was fighting you would find us.” 
 
    “How did you move it?” 
 
    “We used one of the fusion plants on the worst of our ships.” 
 
    “Captain Su said she would have detected a torch,” Jim said. 
 
    “I modified it to create a tachyon wave effect,” Afiss said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think your technology could detect it.” 
 
    “They can’t,” Achilles said. 
 
    Jim gave him a sidelong look. 
 
    “Are you going to make us leave?” Chiss asked. 
 
    “We have to deal with the claim on the asteroid,” Jim said. “However, I don’t think it will be a problem. On behalf of the Terran Federation, welcome. We’ll have to work out an extra-governmental arrangement on your presence here.” 
 
    “We will just join your Federation,” Chiss said. “We’ve listened to all that happened after the war and believe your government is superior to the old one, and to the Union.” 
 
    “That’s not hard,” Achilles said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jim said. “I don’t see why your joining would be a problem. In fact, it might even smooth over you having squatted an asteroid. Would you be willing to trade minerals for value with Smith Industries, who legally owns this?” 
 
    “Of course,” Chiss admitted. “How about a hundred tons of F11?” 
 
    “What?” Jim blurted. “Where did you get F11?” 
 
    “We found an abandoned installation at Jupiter,” Afiss said. “It was an attempt to set up an F11 extraction process.” 
 
    “I know,” Jim said. “It was a joint effort between my father and the Hussars. But they never got it working.” 
 
    “We did,” Afiss said. “Wasn’t hard, really.” 
 
    Jim shook his head, then smiled. “Now I’m sure you will be welcome to stay.” The Aku cheered. Jim happened to catch Achilles’ expression. The little Dusman had a small smile which, for some reason, made Jim very afraid. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Afeeko says the portable fusion plant is fusing,” Freep said. “Peak output in five minutes, but he can give you some close defense lasers now.” 
 
    Alexis looked at the handheld Tri-V affixed to the console in her CIC; the main Tri-V was effectively destroyed. So many things were not sufficiently shielded. This needed fixing. 
 
    On the Tri-V, cameras were fixed on the approaching ships. There were seven, not six. They were roughly the size of a corvette, or maybe a specialized frigate. They appeared to be utilitarian in nature, though roughly cylindrical. Welds were visible, as were instruments and docking collars. The whole effect was of a kludge, emphasized by the fact no two ships were identical. 
 
    “Did they make those from left over junk?” Freep asked, voicing what Alexis was thinking. 
 
    “It sure seems that way,” Alexis said. Regardless of how they looked, though, the ships were large enough to contain considerable forces, and the addition of the large airlocks showed they were clearly meant as boarding craft. 
 
    “What about the weapons?” Shefoo asked. The Buma was handling TacCom in addition to comms and continued repairs while Freep kept to the helm and engineering assistance. 
 
    “I think not,” Alexis said. 
 
    “May I ask why, Captain?” Shefoo wondered. 
 
    “It’s not worth the effort,” she said and pointed to the slowly approaching ships. “If we’re lucky, we’ll take out one, two, or even three. With what little power we have, I doubt if we’ll get one. No, we’re better off playing possum. If I’d thought about it earlier, I wouldn’t have had you stabilize our course. If we come to life, they’ll zap us again just when we’re getting some systems running.” 
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” Shefoo asked. 
 
    “The only chance we have is to let them board so we can fight them on our territory.” 
 
    “Sounds dangerous,” the Buma lieutenant said. The Buma weren’t a merc race. 
 
    “So is getting blown up by a particle beam, or them letting us drift past the planet and back into Kop’ka A’s radiation zone. This way we stand a chance and maybe we can get some leverage.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Freep?” 
 
    “What’s a possum?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    They added a dozen slates to the dead consoles in the CIC, and the miniature Tri-V projectors now stood in for the now-dead main Tri-V. The Dusman had quickly and effortlessly linked them together. The effect wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    Afeeko worked with his surviving damage control techs to get every possible camera on the ship working. The cameras weren’t a priority before Alexis confirmed Pegasus was going to be boarded. As the ships grew closer, more and more cameras came online to observe the attackers. 
 
    “I think we have destinations now,” Alexis said to Lieutenant Williams. 
 
    “Roger that, Captain.” The commander of Pegasus’s marine contingent was a lifer. He’d joined the Winged Hussars at 18, gone through their cadre training academy on Earth, and moved to New Warsaw. There he served on numerous ships, held numerous positions, and eventually married another Hussar, a helmsman on War Admiral. They had two young children before she died with her ship at the Battle of New Warsaw. 
 
    When the four assault shuttles arrived from Draco, they each brought a platoon of specially trained Hussars marines, most of whom were veterans of the fighting on New Warsaw. They also had news on the rest of the squadron; the other ships were safe and had been guided by Ghost to safety. It had been one less worry on her mind, and now Williams had a contingent of five platoons, instead of just the one stationed on Pegasus. 
 
    “I’m sending you all the details now,” Alexis said. Williams and his sergeants had been given Dusman-provided pinlinks. Luckily, all the marines who’d come from Draco didn’t need them as they’d been far enough from the epicenter of the EMP weapon to avoid having theirs burned out. “Matt?” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Pegasus has never fallen into enemy hands in the history of the Winged Hussars. Hold my ship. That’s an order.” 
 
    “We won’t let you down, ma’am.” 
 
    Alexis buckled the safety strap on her command couch and sighed. A few minutes ago, she’d gone into her ready room and donned her armor. It had been an exercise in annoyance because it didn’t fit right. She had to call in an armorer for a quick modification. She’d rather have just not bothered, except the armor did double duty as a space suit. 
 
    “I look ridiculous,” she said as she floated back into the CIC with her armor fitted over her massive belly. 
 
    “You look like our captain,” Shefoo said. 
 
    Freep looked at her with shining eyes. She knew the SalSha had conflicting feelings about a pregnant female in battle. “Everyone fights when the grahp comes,” was the SalSha saying. The attacking shuttles full of who knew what weren’t the proto-Canavar, and—thankfully—they weren’t fighting them with spears. But everyone was fighting. All of Pegasus’s crew were armed and ready. They knew how desperate the situation was, and their enemy was an unknown factor. 
 
    “They have superior weapons and defenses,” Alexis told the crew earlier. “Expect anything, and fight like Hussars.” 
 
    She had to insist Williams not station a squad in the CIC. She wanted him to have every available hand to oppose the boarding. If we can keep them from getting inside, we have a chance. 
 
    The final few minutes ticked by as Lieutenant Williams deployed his defenses. The enemy sent four of their seven boarding craft to the four main transfer locks. Pegasus had one on each of her four nominal sides. The other three were holding back. Why? she wondered. Reserves? Not the kind of tactics she’d have expected from her enemy, considering what she knew. 
 
    She disliked that they had to allow the boarders to cut the airlocks. It would prove problematic later. Airlocks weren’t simple mechanisms. They were finicky machines that could easily get out of whack. Having someone chop open the doors would definitely put things out of whack. 
 
    The Tri-Vs gave her a ringside seat as the attacking ships came in and synchronized so closely that they sounded like one thump, not four, as they made contact. Inside cameras showed the Winged Hussars marines preparing to hold the line. 
 
    The force was a mixture of troopers in CASPers and heavy combat armor. Most were Human, which was common with the marines. There were a larger percentage of aliens in the space services of the Hussars, and most weren’t merc races. Fighting was a Human specialty. There was a scattering of other races in the marines, and they were more often than not aboard ships. The marines on Draco were the Hussars’ primary strike force.  
 
    All four airlocks glowed bright at exactly the same time. They didn’t explode inward like they would have in a movie; they simply flew apart from pressure differential. Then it was difficult to see what was happening because of the fusillade of laser energy. Three of the four lock cameras were taken out by weapons fire. 
 
    Alexis detested being locked in the armored CIC while her crew fought. It wasn’t her way to lead from behind. Her hand strayed to her stomach, and for the first time she felt afraid. Not for herself; she was afraid for Nigel and her children. She shouldn’t have come here; it had been selfish. 
 
    On the still-functional camera, she could see the enemy wading through incoming fire. They appeared to be some type of shipbuilding bot. Heavy, slow-moving, heavily armored, and strong. They were intended to move large hull plates and be exposed to high radiation environments. Each one had an appendage replaced with a wicked-looking blade and another with a laser welder. The light laser weapons of the marines scored hundreds of hits to little effect. The bots pushed through the locks. 
 
    As fallback cameras picked up the battle, CASPers moved into position and MAC rounds thundered into the bots. The kinetic energy of the depleted uranium/tungsten penetrators accelerated to Mach 4 was devastating. Even so, they didn’t tear through the ship bots so much as pummel them to pieces. But the CASPers’ rate of fire was too slow. The enemy advanced relentlessly. K-bombs were added to the mix, and the ship rocked with explosions. 
 
    Alexis grimaced at the damage the explosive charges were doing to the ship. The combination of K-bombs and MACs, though, did the trick. The assault stalled on all four fronts. 
 
    “Exterior movement,” Freep warned. A camera on the hull panned to show more of the ship bots moving along the hull, heading for the retracted gravity decks, which weren’t armored like the rest of the hull. Cutting through the hull at those points would be much easier. 
 
    “Clear contact points on the hull,” Alexis warned. Everyone on the ship who might have been in contact with the exterior hull moved away. A second later, precious power was channeled to the hull, alternating positive and negative charges between hull sections. As the bots moved using their magnetic legs, they began to cross polarities and exploded. 
 
    “I can’t afford much of that power!” Long called from engineering. 
 
    “If we don’t stop them from going around the marines, it won’t matter,” Alexis said calmly. Long didn’t repeat his complaint. 
 
    The robots on the exterior were single minded, and they continued moving forward until they were all shorted out or destroyed. The wave of robots inside the corridors were under control as well. Maybe this won’t be so bad, Alexis thought as a second wave flowed from the airlocks. 
 
    She’d never seen so many Lumar in one place. Worse, she’d never seen them act in such a coordinated manner. Or nearly as suicidal. The Lumar waded into the midst of the robot slaughter, jumping fearlessly between ruined bots and large pieces of debris. They even hooked themselves to the back of the bots like a Flatar riding a Tortantula. 
 
    “The Lumar are fighting intelligently,” Lieutenant Williams said over the command channel. 
 
    “I noticed,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Lock Two, fall back!” 
 
    Alexis found the small Tri-V showing Lock Two and saw the Lumar had made considerable progress there, reaching the first CASPer position and overwhelming it. The more-lightly armored marines tried to shoot the Lumar off the powered armor. Though they succeeded, the Lumar had already fired laser rifles into the CASPers, killing their drivers. Each Lumar carried two rifles and wielded them effectively. It certainly helped to have four arms. Like the defenders, they wore light combat armor with their helmets sealed. The armor was unadorned, appearing utilitarian and well fitted. 
 
    Sending the bots in first made perfect sense, Alexis realized. They got the defenders to expend a lot of ammunition and energy against the machines. When the Lumar came in, the aliens used precise fire and shocking coordination to slam into the Hussars’ defenders. Four CASPers went down within seconds and a dozen other troopers as well. Her people were forced back into the gangways. 
 
    “Captain,” Williams commed. “I’m sorry, we’ve lost Deck Twenty.” 
 
    “Weld the gangways closed, Lieutenant, and fall back.” 
 
    “Right away, ma’am.” 
 
    She watched silently as the marines set up a second line. One camera survived on Deck 20, at the port docking collar. A pair of Lumar drifted through the wrecked lock. These wore much more elaborate armor which might, she realized, be powered armor. They each carried a huge weapon of a design she’d never seen before. Behind them came another alien, only this one wasn’t a Lumar. It was a Kaa. 
 
    “You don’t see them very often,” Shefoo commented. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Alexis agreed. The alien resembled a five-meter-long cobra with a bunch of tentacles for arms. They didn’t have eyes, but a strip of light-sensitive cells across their face roughly where terrestrial snakes’ eyes would have been. One of the few she’d known was Captain Jormungd who’d commanded Phaeton, one of her Egleesius-class ships. 
 
    The Kaa weren’t a merc race and were seldom found around violent endeavors. Jormungd had briefly tried to be a Peacemaker but found it not to her liking. Her race shunned others and preferred to keep to their own. An arboreal species, they were excellent natural pilots. Space was their forte, and they’d often spend their entire lives never setting scales on a planet. However, in general, they didn’t like violence. Jormungd had been an exception, but she’d died at the battle of New Warsaw. It would seem Alexis had found another exception. 
 
    “The commander?” Shefoo asked. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Alexis said. “Or simply a squad leader.” The Kaa pointed at the camera with a pair of tentacles. An instant later their view was obliterated. “They’re thorough, too.” 
 
    “Captain,” Freep said. “The assault shuttles are firing their engines. It looks like they’re altering our course.” 
 
    “Destination?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “It’s too soon to be sure, but I’d estimate a geosynchronous orbit near the shipyards.” 
 
    “They’re going to carve us up and see what makes us tick,” she said. Freep swallowed hard. “The radiation will be worse there, too. Damn it.” 
 
    Four decks below, the hull reverberated with renewed combat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Asbaran Solutions CO’s Office, EMS Revenge, Hyperspace 
 
    “Sir? You got a minute?” 
 
    Nigel looked up from his desk to find Sergeant Joseph Wilson standing in the doorway. The large black man nearly filled the opening. “Sure. What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re going to rescue Colonel Cromwell from a Weapons Conglomerate facility, right?” 
 
    “That’s the expectation, although we won’t know until we get there.” 
 
    “But this is a Weapons Conglomerate facility, right?” 
 
    “We think so,” Nigel said, a slight edge to his voice. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, I was just thinking about our last trip to a Weapons Conglomerate station and how it turned out.” 
 
    Nigel could feel himself losing his patience. “And?” 
 
    “And I’d really like to not have members of my squad turn and shoot at me again.” 
 
    Nigel cooled off as if a chill wind had blown through the space. “Oh. I see.” 
 
    “Yeah, if there’s something we could do to make sure that didn’t happen again, I’d really like it a lot. Thanks for your time, sir.” He turned to go. 
 
    “Sergeant Wilson?” 
 
    He turned back. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Thanks for bringing that up. With all the rush to find her, I hadn’t given that any thought.” 
 
    Wilson nodded once. “My pleasure. Just don’t want to lose anyone we don’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay One, EMS Revenge, Hyperspace 
 
    “You know we do starship architecture and engineering, right?” Richard Pareon asked, looking at the CASPer in front of him. There hadn’t been time to drop the Geek Squad members off at New Warsaw when they went through the system. Well, there had been, but no one had thought about it until the Geek Squad members asked about it as they were approaching the stargate, and by then it was too late. 
 
    Nigel nodded. “I do, and I have my techs working on it, too, but there are a lot of similarities with how starships are networked in battle and how CASPers do it. I figured, since you guys are smart folks and all, I’d ask your opinion.” 
 
    “Well, there are a lot of ways you could take over a CASPer,” the Jeha named Larras said. “If you had the ability to break into the networking data stream you could worm your way into the internal programming of the suit.” 
 
    “How come that’s never been a thing we’ve had to worry about before?” 
 
    “Because the encryption on them is good, just like the networking encryption on starships. Sure, someone could get into the network if given enough time and opportunities; that’s why we’re always changing the encryption. A strong enough computer doesn’t exist to break it.” 
 
    “But in our last mission, someone did break in, and they took over two of my CASPers.” 
 
    The Jeha flexed a number of its segments. “Then one of three things happened. Either you were using a weak encryption, you were using encryption that was compromised, or there was a super-fast computer that was able to break the encryption you had.” 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, it wasn’t either of the first two.” 
 
    “Then there was someone or something that was able to break your encryption.” 
 
    Nigel sighed. “And since we’re going to another Weapons Conglomerate facility, it would stand to reason that whatever broke the encryption last time will be present here and able to do it again.” 
 
    “I would think that’s more of a probability than a possibility,” Pareon said. 
 
    “So, I need to figure out how to defend against it when we go up against them in Kop’ka.” 
 
    “You either need better crypto—” 
 
    “Which we don’t have,” Nigel said. 
 
    “—or you need to turn off your CASPers’ transmit and receive systems so they can’t be broken into.” 
 
    Nigel shook his head. “That’s going to result in a big loss of command and control capabilities.” 
 
    Pareon chuckled. “Bigger than if the enemy took over a few CASPers and used them against you?” 
 
    Nigel chuckled wryly. “Good point. No; that’s worse.” He sighed. “Okay, so we need to turn off all the CASPers’ transmit/receive systems. Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    The two Geek Squad members started to walk off, but then Pareon turned back around. “How do you interact with your CASPer?” 
 
    “Huh?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “How do you interact with your suit? Do you wear a haptic suit or do your control it through your pinplants?” 
 
    “Pinplants. Why?” 
 
    “Because that’s another point of access to get into the CASPer.” 
 
    “Shit,” Nigel said. He hated wearing a haptic suit and hadn’t actually worn one since he’d started driving a Mk 8. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Larras said. “It is much worse than that. I did not think of that before. You asked about taking over the CASPer. This is much, much worse.” 
 
    “What is worse than wearing a haptic suit?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Having the enemy take over you in the middle of combat. Breaking into your personal systems—into your brain—and taking you over, turning you into an automaton that could do the enemy’s bidding. If they can break into your CASPer, it isn’t a far leap for them to break into you through your pinplants.” 
 
    “Oh…shit,” Nigel said, understanding. “That…that actually makes sense. When our troopers got taken over, we thought the enemy had taken over their CASPers, but if they could take over the troopers, themselves…” 
 
    “You would have had them do exactly as they did,” Larras said. “They would have functioned as robots under the control of the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Nuckelavee, Task Force Cavalry, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Emergence in five minutes,” the SitCon announced. 
 
    “Roger that,” Commander Drizz said. “Bring the ship to Condition One. Prepare for battle.” 
 
    The alarm claxon sounded, and stations immediately began reporting ready. His long muzzle curled into a grin. He loved his crew—every one of them—regardless of their race. There were a disproportionate number of Zuul on the ship, since their commander was a Zuul. The other captains in the Hussars fleet jokingly called Nuckelavee the Dog Pound. He’d taken it to heart. Using his pinplants, he activated the all-ship channel. 
 
    “Attention, all hands. You know what we’re here for. We’ve come to render what aid our commander needs. Commander Alexis Cromwell is the beating heart of the Winged Hussars, and she will not face the darkness alone. Our task force is twenty-seven ships strong, and we come with blood on our muzzles. We are the Winged Hussars, and we are nobody’s prey!” 
 
    Even though the CIC was sealed in preparation for battle, Drizz heard the roar reverberate through the decks of the mighty battlecruiser, and his grin turned to a snarl. Two of his command crew, his TacCom and helm, were Zuul. They both howled a battle cry. The Humans who were sitting at the other stations smiled and gave thumbs up to him. Alexis had entrusted him with one of their five precious Egleesius-class battlecruisers. Then Commander Stacy had given him command of Task Force Cavalry to rescue Alexis. By the Three Songs, he would not let either of them down. 
 
    The day calls, and I see its light, he mentally intoned as the clock counted down. 
 
    “Ten seconds…” 
 
    The night calls, and I sing its song. Space opens up, and I embrace the void. I am a child of Zuul, and I have no fear. 
 
    An instant’s falling sensation in zero G and they were back in normal space. “SitCon, report!” 
 
    “We’re slightly out of position,” the SitCon reported. “One moment while sensors evaluate.” 
 
    “All ships accounted for,” helm said. “Good dispersal, we’re in formation with only a five percent deviation from jump.” 
 
    “Very good,” Drizz reported. 
 
    “Okay,” SitCon said. “We have a planet orbiting Kop’ka A with massive energy readings. I have Hussars transponders at three-two-five mark zero-seven-six, range two light minutes.” 
 
    “Is one of them Pegasus?” Drizz asked. 
 
    “I cannot confirm,” the sensor operator said. “Kop’ka A is throwing massive radiation fluxes.” 
 
    “Very well, tell the fleet to accelerate at three Gs, and set our course between the energy readings of the planet and the Hussars’ transponders. Order Wyvern to scramble a squadron of recon drones ahead of us. Fleet formation Spartan. Ask Revenge’s captain if they would be so kind as to fall into protective position.” Spartan was a new formation taking their battleships into account. The fleet formed into an overlapping wedge, not unlike the old Earth Spartan’s shield wall, with the battleship Byczyna at the point and Nuckelavee in her shadow. 
 
    The situation didn’t look good. They’d come out of hyperspace slightly out of position, and there were no Hussars’ ships waiting to greet them. It looked like he would be needed after all. He just hoped Alexis was okay. With part of his attention, he kept a close eye on the two Asbaran ships as they accelerated into the gravity well toward the star. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Revenge, Emergence Area, Kop’ka System 
 
    “Emergence,” the navigator said as Nigel felt the faint tumbling feeling. “We’re in the Kop’ka system.” 
 
    “Get me a status update ASAP,” Captain Gallagher said. “Drones out; but watch for what the fleet will be sending out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the TacCon said a little timidly. He was still adapting to working with such a large screening fleet. 
 
    “Retribution is in position,” the sensor operator said. “All the ships of the fleet are popping in; they appear to be generally in position.” 
 
    “Do you have the space station?” Nigel asked. 
 
    Captain Gallagher turned and arched an eyebrow at Nigel. 
 
    “Sorry, Captain. Your ship.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded once, then turned back to the sensor operator. “It is, however, a valid question. Let me know as soon as you find either the Hussars’ fleet or evidence of a space station or shipyard complex.” 
 
    “I’ve got it, sir. The—I’m going to call it a shipyard, but it is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen. Give me a moment, and I’ll have a little more info.” 
 
    “But you have a heading for it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Gallagher turned back to Nigel. “Full speed?” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “If not faster.” 
 
    “What about the fleet?” 
 
    “They want to find Colonel Cromwell just as badly as we do. Don’t worry, I don’t think they’ll have any problems keeping up once they get themselves organized.” 
 
    Gallagher turned back to the navigator. “Make for the shipyard. Full speed ahead.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    They had come in waves for 27 hours straight. Each of the boarding craft held at least 200 armed, fearless, and tactically versed Lumar. A platoon of Hussars had fallen in the ventral area of action when ten Lumar performed a suicide charge against their position with high explosives. If Williams hadn’t kept a platoon in emergency reserve, they would have lost another deck. 
 
    “We’ve got them stopped again at Deck Eighteen,” Lieutenant Williams explained. “I still don’t understand why they haven’t tried boarding somewhere else.” 
 
    “I think I know,” Alexis said. “They don’t want someone to get away.” 
 
    Everyone on the CIC did their best to not look at the Captain. 
 
    “We’re approaching orbit,” Freep said. 
 
    “Out of time,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Radiation is climbing.” 
 
    “Long,” Alexis commed. “Update?” 
 
    “We’re still trying to build up enough power to initiate fusion,” the Jeha engineer said. 
 
    “Damnit,” Alexis said. She looked at the control on her acceleration couch. It was too soon, but what choice did she have? She reached for the button. 
 
    “Energy flux just spiked,” the replacement sensor tech said. He looked up at Alexis. “We passed through a shield; the radiation is gone.” 
 
    “We’ve entered the shipyard,” Freep confirmed and showed their position on one of the improvised Tri-Vs. 
 
    “How long until they dock us?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re slowing way down,” the SalSha said. “Almost a complete stop. I think they’re going to hold us short.” 
 
    “Can’t let that happen.” She took her little handheld communicator. “Osk’ii F’esk, Plan B.” 
 
    “Understood, Ske’ii.” 
 
    From the small air handling hatches on Deck 20, a squad of Konar emerged. They quickly neutralized the lone pair of Lumar, then split up into four teams of two, with two remaining in the rear. 
 
    Moving quickly in zero G, they reached the breached airlocks and entered the boarding ships, where they paused. F’esk looked at the interior and shook his head. “Ske’ii, do you read me?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The boarding ships are full of the PhoSha, Lumar, held in racks. They all have pinplants and are being remotely controlled.” 
 
    “Understood, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Roger,” F’esk said, and gave the order to his team. Just as the first PhoSha’s eyes were snapping open, F’esk and his team were leaving. The charges they’d left behind detonated a second later, ripping all four boarding ships to pieces. “Mission accomplished.” 
 
    Alexis nodded and smiled, just as a clenching pain made her double up. “Ugh,” she grunted. Oh, not now. 
 
    “Are you okay, Captain?” Freep asked. 
 
    “I’m f—argh!” Freep’s eyes went wide in fear. “Entropy! I’m in labor.” 
 
    “Humans experience pain in labor?” he asked. “Strange.” 
 
    “Shut up, or I’ll fire you out a missile tube!” Alexis screamed. The SalSha found his console of supreme importance. 
 
    “Shall I summon Dr. Ramirez?” Shefoo asked. 
 
    Alexis tried to breathe. After a moment, the pain subsided, and she looked at the Buma comms officer. They had an uncanny resemblance to a terrestrial barn owl, and this one lifted an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “Yes, damnit,” she snarled. 
 
    Shefoo nodded and used the intercom. “Dr. Ramirez to the CIC, Captain Cromwell’s eggs are hatching.” 
 
    Alexis let out a little laugh as another contraction hit. “Oh, I’m going to kill Nigel Shirazi!” 
 
    “The remaining three assault craft have latched onto the hull,” Freep said without looking at his captain. “We’re moving toward the nearest dock facility.” He looked back at her excitedly, then upon seeing her, quickly looked away. 
 
    Shefoo cocked her huge head. “You appear to be leaking.” 
 
    “My water broke,” she said as the CIC door slid aside to admit Ramirez. The two marines now stationed there glanced back. Alexis screamed, and their eyes bugged out as the door closed again. 
 
    “I tried to warn you this might happen,” the doctor said as he flew over and caught her command couch. He saw the blobs of liquid begin floating away and hissed. “Damn it, Captain.” He opened his bag and retrieved a syringe. “You’re almost a month early.” 
 
    “Does it look like this was my plan?” she bellowed at him. 
 
    “Well I can’t stop it now. I need to get you to medical.” 
 
    “Breaches on Decks Six and Twenty-six,” Afeeko’s voice came over the PA. 
 
    “Lieutenant Williams, response teams!” Alexis said, the contractions lessoning. 
 
    “We need to move you.” 
 
    “Do it here,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Captain!” he complained. 
 
    “I am not leaving my bridge at this moment.” She looked at the switch. “I can’t leave. Freep, ETA to the shipyard?” 
 
    “Approximately one hour. We’re still accelerating slightly.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Williams, I need an hour.” 
 
    “We’ll hold, ma’am.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to the physician. “Do whatever you need to.” 
 
    “Undo your uniform bottom then, if you insist.” 
 
    Freep blanched, then saw something on his sensor. “I have Winged Hussars transponders!” 
 
    “It isn’t Wolfsong, is it?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No, it’s Nuckelavee and at least twenty others, maybe more!” 
 
    “Well, this complicates things. Shefoo, can you raise them?” 
 
    “Negative, long-range comms are jammed.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever easy,” she said, then gasped in pain. Nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Nuckelavee, Task Force Cavalry, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “What do you mean he’s accelerating?” Captain Drizz demanded. 
 
    “Just that, Captain. Revenge is under high-G acceleration, heading directly toward the shipyard. Sensors confirm, Pegasus is there and appears to be disabled.” 
 
    “Entropy-cursed Humans,” Drizz growled, showing canines. 
 
    “We have the rest of the squadron,” sensors confirmed a moment later. “Sir Barton, Manticore, Lobera, Damocles, and Draco are all at a LaGrange point 1.4 light minutes off the ecliptic. They appear fine but are simply holding station.” 
 
    Drizz looked at the Tri-V display of the four Hussars ships, then at Pegasus. It only took him a moment to make up his mind. “Okay, detach Whirl Away, Howler, Durendal, and Marozzo to rendezvous with the rest of our ships at the LaGrange point. Provide them with whatever aid they need. The rest of the fleet will accelerate to follow Revenge.” 
 
    “The entire fleet can’t catch up with him,” his TacCom said. “He’s got too much of a head start.” 
 
    “Damn this Human to Entropy. Fine, order Agrippa and Ferro to get ahead of the crazy merc to provide cover. If I don’t keep him alive for our leader, she’ll probably rip my head off.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “We’ve reached the shipyard,” Freep said. “The docking arms are moving into position.” 
 
    “About time,” Alexis said. Sweat kept pooling on her skin. Rodriguez had brought one of his nurses to assist with the delivery. Nothing much had happened with the two medical people using instruments and slates to do tests and shit. She did her best to ignore them and forget she was half naked in her CIC. The doctor only glanced at her before going back to his examination. 
 
    The series of Tri-Vs changed to show the Weapons Conglomerate shipyard. Behind the vast structure was the planet it orbited, a dwarf gas giant. One of the three assault shuttles which had attached to Pegasus after F’esk’s teams had destroyed the original four undocked and floated away, seemingly uncontrolled, as a huge docking arm moved in. Another screen showed the distant tiny points of light, Winged Hussars ships coming to their rescue. 
 
    Things are getting complicated fast, she thought. Her hand rested on the button. She hoped it would do what she’d been told, or everything might be for nothing. The arm kept moving…just another minute. 
 
    Suddenly the arm stopped and moved sideways. Pegasus shuddered as it was pushed aside as casually as a toddler would shove an unwanted toy. 
 
    “Damn it!” she snapped. “What now?” 
 
    “The station is reconfiguring again,” Freep said. “It looks like it did when it fired at us.” 
 
    “No! My Hussars!” Alexis yelled. “Send a transmission warning them!” 
 
    “The long-range transmitter is still not operational,” Shefoo said. 
 
    Alexis watched the Tri-V helplessly. It looked like a couple ships were ahead of the fleet. That’s not our standard doctrine, she thought. The reconfigured space dock crackled with energy as it fired. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Revenge, Emergence Area, Kop’ka System 
 
    “Well, that’s strange,” the sensor operator said. 
 
    “I don’t like strange,” Captain Gallagher said with a growl. “What do you mean by ‘strange’?” Gallagher asked, beating Nigel to the question. 
 
    “I mean…it looks like the shipyard is moving.” 
 
    “What? Like changing orbits?” 
 
    “No. Moving. Like an animal. Almost as if it were alive.” He put the long-range view on the main Tri-V. “Look at the various docks. The arms they’re on are moving.” He highlighted a ship. “Here’s the Pegasus. It was about to dock with this arm next to it, then the arm lifted up, moved over it, and pushed it to the side.” 
 
    “Is just that arm moving or more?” 
 
    “The whole station is moving, sir. It’s almost like it’s making some sort of giant parabolic dish or something.” 
 
    “What’s it pointing at?” 
 
    “That’s the part that scares me, sir. It’s pointing at us.” 
 
    Gallagher sat up straight in his seat, a look of horror on his face. “Evasive maneuvers! Alert the Retribution. Let her know she needs to move—” 
 
    “Holy shit!” the TacCon exclaimed. “Our shields are failing!” 
 
    “What’s doing it?” Gallagher demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the TacCon replied. “Some sort of massive energy flux!” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The shields failed, and an uncontrolled current surged throughout the ship’s systems. Panels sparked and crackled as the electricity jumped from one to the next, and the lights went out. Someone screamed as the current made a final couple of jumps, and then everything stilled. 
 
    The CIC was dark, lit only by the fires burning on several consoles, and Nigel could see the smoke congealing at the positions. That was impossible unless—he looked up at the air circulation system and saw the little tapes floating motionless—unless the ventilation system was out. Oh, hell. 
 
    “Damage control!” Gallagher shouted into the sudden silence that followed. “Get those fires out! Damage control officer, I want an update now!” 
 
    “The damage control officer is dead!” the TacCon shouted. From the sound of his voice, it sounded to Nigel like the TacCon was starting to lose it. 
 
    “Okay, TacCon, you’re now the DCO. Get with the damage control teams and get me a status update, now. Comms, get me a link to the Retribution.” 
 
    “Sir, all systems are down. I don’t have comms with anyone. Hell, even my pinlinks are fried. I’ve got nothing.” 
 
    “Shit,” Gallagher said. “That’s why it’s so quiet. Mine are out, too.” He turned to Nigel. “Are you down, too?” 
 
    “Mine—along with all of my troops—were turned off in anticipation of an assault on the shipyards,” Nigel said. “Just a second.” He turned his pinlinks back on and they booted up normally. “Seems to be working. Just a second.” 
 
    Nigel tried reaching out to Valenti, who was on the Retribution, but was unable to contact him. He was about to report his failure when a different voice contacted him. 
 
    “Colonel Shirazi, First Sergeant Mason.” 
 
    “Go, Top. How are things over there?” 
 
    “Pretty fucked up, sir. We took some sort of EMP spike that wasted most of the ship’s systems. Everything’s dead over here, including a number of the crew.” 
 
    “Same here. Stand by.” Nigel looked up to see Gallagher watching him expectantly. “I got First Sergeant Mason over there. The Retribution is in as bad a shape as we are.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be some time before we get everything up and running—if we even can,” Gallagher said. “I’ll try to give you an update on when we’ll be ready to launch the assault when I get a chance.” 
 
    “The assault is continuing,” Nigel said. 
 
    “What do you mean? The ship is dead. How are we going to launch an assault?” 
 
    “Hopefully, the dropships still work. If so, we are going to assault that shipyard. Alexis and the Pegasus are there, and there’s no telling what the guild is doing to them. I am going to the shipyard, and I am going to rescue her.” 
 
    “And if the dropships don’t work?” 
 
    “Then I’ll do a freefall assault on the shipyard. We were flying toward it; our CASPers should be able to make it to there.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the Retribution, but we were starting to maneuver. We weren’t flying directly toward the station.” 
 
    Nigel nodded as he unbuckled from his station. “Good point. In that case, I will need to hurry.” 
 
    “Need to hurry? For what?” 
 
    “Captain, apparently you don’t understand. Alexis Cromwell and my kids are down on that shipyard. I’m going to get them back. If that means I have to do some sort of spaceborne HALD attack to do so, then that is what I’m going to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay One, EMS Revenge, Kop’ka System 
 
    Captain Gallagher cocked his head and looked into the blackness beyond the cargo hold. “At least we’re in the lee of the planet, and you’ve got the drop pods, so you’re not going to get cooked en route. Still…are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “We’ve been through this,” Nigel said. “Do I want to? No. But I don’t have any other option. The dropships were plugged in when the EMP hit, and they’re all fried. It’ll be days before they’re available, minimum. They may need a complete overhaul before they can fly again. Same thing with the Revenge and the Retribution. The Retribution is at least pointed more at the shipyard than we are; the troops there won’t have to freefall as far as us. Unfortunately, the Revenge started maneuvering, and we’re getting farther away from the station with every passing moment. With the drop pods and our jumpjets, we’ve got enough power to get there, but if we don’t go soon, we won’t be able to make it.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Gallagher said. “We’re almost out of range for you to do this, but the Retribution will be passing a lot closer and has three of the four platoons. Why are you risking going? Let Valenti and the other platoons do it.” 
 
    Nigel turned his CASPer to the CO. Even though the CO couldn’t see him through the suit, he had to know that Nigel was looking at him. “If it was your wife and unborn children down there, you’d go, too.” 
 
    Gallagher sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “Yeah, I would.” 
 
    Nigel turned back to the platoon as the last CASPer clanked up, using the magnets on its boots to stay attached to the cargo bay floor. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Nigel said, turning up his external speakers so everyone could hear. “Colonel Cromwell and Pegasus have been captured by the Weapons Conglomerate. This freefall is going to be dangerous, though, and we will be right at the edge of our performance envelope. Anyone who doesn’t want to come doesn’t have to. I’m going, but you’re all mercs, and there’s no payday in this one. Anyone who wants to stay behind is free to do so.” 
 
    “We’re with you, Colonel,” Sergeant Wilson said. “They have your wife and kids, and—if the truth were known—most of us owe the Conglomerate a little payback. We’ve got your back, sir. If you’re going, we are, too.” 
 
    “Very well,” Nigel replied. “I’m honored to have you with me. As near as I can tell, the Weapons Conglomerate is the problem—” 
 
    “—and we’re the solution!” the men roared. 
 
    Without another word, Nigel turned toward the open bay door, picked up his drop pod, got a running start, and dove into the emptiness beyond. The rest of the platoon followed him out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Nuckelavee, Task Force Cavalry, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Energy wave!” sensor ops reported as the overloads finished. 
 
    “Damage?” Captain Drizz asked. 
 
    “Minimal,” DCC, the damage control coordinator, reported. “We appear to be at the edge of the weapon’s range. Good thing too; our shields are fairly useless against it.” 
 
    “What is it?” Drizz asked. 
 
    “Profile suggests a directed EMP weapon,” TacCom said. “Though I’ve never seen one before, only EMP missiles.” 
 
    “Apparently they’ve got more than meson weapons,” Drizz said. “What about Shirazi’s ships?” 
 
    “They’re both DOA,” sensors replied. “But Ferro and Agrippa look fine. Their deflectors handled it.” 
 
    “Order all ships equipped with deflectors to bring them online. Can Ferro and Agrippa intercept and assist Revenge and Retribution?” 
 
    “They’re going to try.” 
 
    “Understood.” The Tri-V came back online as systems finished resetting. The two Asbaran Solutions’ ships were slowly spinning out of control, falling toward the shipyards and the gas giant they orbited. If the new Rapier-class light frigates couldn’t help, the Asbaran ships were doomed to a fiery death. He leaned closer to look at the images. Something was happening. 
 
    “Sensors, enhance Revenge.” The image zoomed in, and he saw tiny shapes dropping away. CASPers. “That crazy son of a mutt.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Freefall, Kop’ka System 
 
    What the hell was I thinking? Nigel wondered for the hundredth or so time. In the annals of history, there were probably dumber assaults—Fredericksburg, Gallipoli, and Pickett’s Charge came to mind—but this one was right up there. 
 
    What made it worse was that they had turned off their pinlinks and disabled the radios in their CASPers, so they had no communications with each other. Every trooper was confined to the drop pods they’d climbed into after hurtling themselves from the Revenge. Hopefully, the other company and a half of troops had done similarly from the Retribution, but they’d gone out of comms range after making the initial plans, so Nigel didn’t know for sure whether the troops had actually launched on time. 
 
    For all he knew, the platoon might show up—if they actually made it to the shipyard—to find that they were by themselves. For all I know, I may arrive to find out I’m by myself. He yearned to call one of his officers, just to have a touch of Human interaction, but the idea that he might get taken over by the Conglomerate kept him from doing so. 
 
    Nigel shook his head. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Not that he could have done anything else. He had to rescue Alexis or die trying. His honor demanded no less. 
 
    INCOMING FIRE! flashed on the Tri-V in front of him as laser bolts flashed past his drop pod. That was a “good news, bad news” thing, he realized as he tried to present as small of a target as possible. The bad news was that the shipyard was firing at him—and hopefully the rest of his platoon—the good news was that, first, they were on track to hit the shipyard, and second, they were getting close. 
 
    The sides of the drop pod blew off, presenting additional targets he hoped would confuse the radars targeting them. Laser beams flashed back and forth in front of him until he turned the display off on his Tri-V. He really didn’t want to know how many weapons were firing at him. Besides, they were anti-ship lasers; he wouldn’t know he got hit, he’d just evaporate, or sublimate, or whatever. He’d be gone in an instant. 
 
    Something flared in front of him, but he couldn’t tell if it was a drop pod petal getting hit, or if he’d just lost one of his troopers. Then there was a bigger flare—that was definitely a trooper. Even though he objectively knew it wouldn’t help, he unconsciously tried to stand tall and present as small a target as possible. 
 
    The pod’s base began braking, and he could see a number of new lights illuminate around him as the rest of the platoon’s pods began their terminal burns. After a few seconds of hard burn, the base of the pod kicked away, spent, to provide another radar return, and Nigel got his first look at the station. 
 
    Four large space docks protruded from the ends of the facility, massive cage-like constructions where the ships were built. Linking the docks were enormous manufactories sprouting gigantic solar power collectors, as well as numerous other unknown structures. The facility had converted back into its original construction, and he could see a number of defensive positions. He flipped his Tri-V system to show laser beams again, and he could see all of them firing. 
 
    A laser emitter almost directly below him spewed coherent light that missed him by only a few meters. He armed his MAC and began returning fire as the defensive position destroyed the base of his pod. 
 
    The MAC destroyed the emitter; however, the recoil pushed him slightly to the side of the main station—he was going to miss the facility! 
 
    All of the CASPers were armed with harpoon pistols, though, and he pulled it off the mount on his leg. He only had one shot; if he missed, he’d go flying past. Maybe a ship would find him later in the depths of space…but probably not. He blew out his breath before he could think about it further, aimed, and fired. The harpoon lanced out, penetrated the outer skin of the station, and its braces snapped out, anchoring him to it via the line connecting the harpoon to the pistol. He pressed the Retract button, and the pistol reeled him in. A couple of taps with his maneuvering thrusters as he approached to orient himself, and he touched down on the station, locking himself to it with his magnetic boots. 
 
    Another CASPer touched down nearby, and he strode over. Sergeant Wilson. Nigel made a hand motion to gather up the other incoming troopers, then they would head toward the other end of the facility where he’d seen the Pegasus on the way in. Two more troopers touched down. 
 
    Then a hatch opened nearby, and robots began pouring out of it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Ferro, Task Force Cavalry, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “This is insane,” the ship’s helmsman said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Captain Perry said. The Rapier-class was brand new, as was his command promotion. The Rapiers were small, with an equally small crew. With only 25 aboard, intel cutters had bigger crews. Lieutenants were chosen for Rapier command, and for most of them, it was their first command. Perry was one of those newly minted captains. 
 
    The ships were too small for a CIC; instead, they had an armored bridge. The ships weren’t intended to sit in the gap and slug it out. They were, in essence, a portable shield wall. Or deflector wall, as the case may be. 
 
    On the Tri-V situated in front of Captain Perry’s command couch, the two Asbarani ships drifted toward the dwarf gas giant. In two hours, they would enter the atmosphere and begin burning up. 
 
    “Verify one more time,” he told his sensor operator. 
 
    “There are some EM readings from engineering, but not enough to suggest they’re going to have their fusion torch up in time.” 
 
    “Then we go get them. Inform Captain Morgan on Agrippa; we’re going in.” 
 
    “Bet Ed wishes he never got his own ship now,” Perry’s XO said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Didn’t help that we all sent him bottles of rum,” Perry said, and grinned at his XO. Almost all the new COs of the Rapier-class had come from the same graduating class at the Winged Hussars’ space combat school, though they’d been promoted at different times. It just so happened Perry and Morgan were both ensigns aboard Hrunting when she was gutted at the Battle of Golara. Two of six survivors out of a crew of 55. Not a year later, they now had their own ships. 
 
    If I can keep it in one piece, Perry thought. The Rapiers were small enough they didn’t have dedicated positions on the bridge. It was one of the reasons Perry and Morgan were chosen as captains; they were both excellent pilots. The ship commanders also flew the Rapiers, the XO ran the tactical console, and the sensor ops rating handled the comms. Sometimes it felt like Ferro was half fighter and half frigate. 
 
    “Stand by on the grapple,” he said, and took manual control of the helm. The blast screens pulled back so there was nothing between him and space except 100 centimeters of molecularly hardened plastic. His pinplants linked him with the ship’s systems in addition to the manual controls in hand. He liked both, just like Morgan. “We’ve got Revenge,” he’d told Morgan as they’d closed to protect the Asbaran Solutions ships with their deflector shields, just before the EMP blast. Now he really had Revenge, and all her crew’s lives were in his hands. 
 
    “Something’s happening to the target.” 
 
    Perry used his pinplants to examine the sensor data. For a second, he thought Revenge was breaking up, until he saw each little ping had an energy signature and was maneuvering. 
 
    “Are those…” his XO started to ask, his voice trailing off. 
 
    “Yeah,” Perry said. “They’re fucking CASPers. Always knew the Horsemen were crazy SOBs, but I never knew just how crazy.” 
 
    “What do we do?” his XO asked. 
 
    “No change in the mission,” Perry said. “We can’t do anything about nut-job CASPer drivers who want to go for a walk in the black.” He closed his eyes to concentrate on the data flowing into his pinplants. Vectors of approach, closing speeds, the myriad of reaction control thrusters at his command, the slow roll Revenge was experiencing, and, most importantly, where he needed to attach. 
 
    The grapple on Ferro was intended so she could take advantage of a larger warship’s hyperspace generator. Ferro and her fellow Rapiers were what was commonly known as riders. Since they didn’t have hyperspace generators, they would clamp onto bigger ships and go along for the ride. Thanks to the weird rules of hyperspace, each added ship actually made the trip a little cheaper in energy by increasing the overall mass. The Rapiers could then do their shielding duties either still attached, or they could drop away to fight on their own. 
 
    As a result of not needing a hyperspace generator, she was proportionately faster and better armed. Well, she would have been better armed if all that space wasn’t taken up by the formidable deflector array. In the months since Taiki Sato “gifted” the technology to the Hussars, more and more creative ways had been found to employ them. The Rapiers were at the forefront of those innovations. 
 
    Unfortunately, Perry wasn’t docking to take advantage of Revenge’s hyperspace generator, and he couldn’t dock just anywhere. He had a specific mission to perform. 
 
    “Where do you think?” his XO asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking right by the gravity deck,” Perry said, and made the Tri-V flash the location on Revenge. 
 
    “That’s maybe twenty-five meters across.” 
 
    “And we’re twenty-one meters across,” Perry said. “Yup. Sound collision alarms; I’m going in.” He gave the maneuvering thrusters a long pulse, and the ship’s claxon began to sound. There were only 25 souls on board, and Perry would have been surprised if every one of them weren’t watching the show. 
 
    “We’re in the gas giant’s ionosphere. ETA to thermosphere, ten minutes.” Gas giants had huge thermospheres, and they needed to avoid spending any time in it or they wouldn’t be able to alter the disabled ship’s course enough to matter. 
 
    “This is gonna be close,” his XO warned. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Luck is not a factor,” Perry said. 
 
    He couldn’t chase the rotation, he had to time his contact with the hull at exactly…the…right…clang! 
 
    “Contact!” 
 
    “Grapple engaged.” 
 
    The grapple was just a large electromagnet built into the ventral hull section amidships of the flattened cigar-shaped Ferro. A couple of megawatts was channeled through the grapple, and Perry felt it wobble against Revenge as it tried to grab hold. Come on, you bastard, he willed. BANG! the grapple slammed flat against the merc cruiser’s hull. 
 
    “Good grapple!” the engineering rating called out. 
 
    “Well done,” his XO said. 
 
    Perry nodded and updated the information with his pinplants. Adding Revenge’s bulk created some profoundly disturbing data. The merc cruiser out-massed Ferro by a factor of ten. He felt like a remora on the side of a shark. Now the suckerfish needed to swim for the shark. 
 
    “Bringing her around,” he said, and fired the reaction thrusters hard. Perry stabilized the roll and flipped Revenge over so they were facing away from the planet, though not completely. After he canceled out the flip, he verified their angle and looked at the navigational data. 
 
    “Thermosphere interface now,” the XO warned. 
 
    “No time for perfection,” he said. “Engineering, all available power.” 
 
    “At your disposal,” engineering replied. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” Perry brought Ferro’s single fusion torch online. 
 
    The ship’s main engine, a standard 5-terawatt pumped-fusion torch, could generate 50,000 tons of raw thrust, enough to give her over twelve Gs of acceleration. At 4,000 tons, the Rapier was smaller than some shuttle designs. It was part of the reason she didn’t have a hyperspace generator. At 4,000 tons, she would need to generate many times her rated fusion output just to stay in hyperspace. If she had a big enough powerplant to do so, she would have been little more than a spaceborne engine. However, as a rider, five terawatts of power was plenty. 
 
    “I was expecting a little more oomph,” his XO said. 
 
    While the torch would have pushed Ferro at twelve Gs, attached onto Revenge’s 40,000 tons, it barely produced one G. 
 
    “It’ll be enough,” Perry said, and willed it to be so. They started to yaw from the thrust. He knew it would be unstable since they were clamped onto the side and not the center of mass. 
 
    One other bonus Ferro had was her torch design. She’d started life as a large assault shuttle. The starship architects had merely scaled her up in size. Which meant she’d retained her gimbaled fusion torch, something a warship never bothered with. Bigger ships used RCSs to change course. Ferro had both. 
 
    Perry adjusted her angle of thrust through the gimbal. It cost him some efficiency on the torch and would also reduce the nozzle’s useful lifespan, but such was life. His ship was like a crazy strap-on booster now. The course altered, but still drifted away from the 8-ball. 
 
    “We’re losing it,” his XO added. 
 
    “I know,” Perry admitted. “We’re just too far off center.” He watched the track slide into the gas giant’s atmosphere. “See if we can raise anyone on Revenge, tell them to prepare to evacuate.” He didn’t know if they’d all fit in Ferro. 
 
    “Use the RCS too,” his XO suggested. 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” he agreed, and maxed out the reaction thrusters. The plot drifted back into alignment. “It’s working! Good call.” 
 
    “Thanks,” his XO said. 
 
    “Any word on Agrippa?” 
 
    “They have Retribution and are altering her course,” the sensors rating said. “Looks like they’re going to—oh no.” 
 
    Perry used his pinplants to access the sensors data. Agrippa and Retribution were no longer attached. Agrippa was rocketing toward the planet, gyrating wildly, with a huge chunk of Retribution’s hull still clamped to her grapple. The transport was also spinning wildly, outgassing as she raced toward a fiery death in the planet’s thermosphere. 
 
    “No reply from Agrippa,” the sensors rating said. “It looks like her bridge was sheared off when Retribution’s hull tore away.” 
 
    “Understood,” Perry said, his voice carefully level. As soon as their plot showed they would skip over the gas giant’s thermosphere and not dive into it, he reduced power to avoid the same fate. Retribution was a larger ship, but he didn’t want to take any chances. On the Tri-V, Agrippa burned into the gas giant, becoming a shooting star, as did Retribution. “God has them now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Weapons Conglomerate Facility, Kop’ka System 
 
    The attacking robots looked like construction bots that had been pressed into service as assault forces. The massive bots were larger than most of the ones Nigel had seen and moved ponderously as they jetted toward the Human CASPers. Nigel fired his MAC at one, and the impact drove it back slightly, but it continued to move toward him. It took three more rounds before he hit something vital and disabled it. The bot floated off into space. 
 
    The other bots had been similarly taken care of by the other CASPers, and he moved forward, but then Wilson turned and fired, just missing Nigel. Nigel panicked—his thoughts going back to his last assault on a Weapons Conglomerate facility—and he started to raise his MAC to shoot Wilson before he fired again. But as Nigel’s weapon came up, Wilson waved and pointed behind Nigel as he fired again. 
 
    Nigel turned and saw more robots spewing from another hatch. These were much closer, and Nigel got a good look at them as he fired. They were obviously used for shipbuilding, with a cutter on one arm and a laser welder on another. Two more arms with claws jutted out for grabbing. Nigel had no doubt if they grabbed any of the CASPers, they would disassemble the suits in no time. He set his MAC to its fastest firing rate as he backpedaled away from the surging group of bots. 
 
    Nigel destroyed the closest one to him, then several other CASPers touched down in the area, and the rest of the bots were destroyed. He began organizing the troops for the assault—using hand signals turned out to be harder than he expected—but one of the troopers stepped forward and pointed behind him. Nigel turned to find about ten small shapes landing on the facility nearby. 
 
    The objects appeared CASPer-like in form but were much smaller—bot-sized. Nigel raised his arm and prepared to take the new machines under fire, but as they landed they immediately began firing at a group of Lumar pouring out of an access port. 
 
    Nigel’s jaw—and his arm—dropped. He didn’t know who or what the interlopers were, but their firepower packed a tremendous punch in spite of their size, and the Lumar force was eliminated in seconds. Was this some new sort of bot that Alexis’ Geek Squad had invented and launched from the Nuckelavee to support his assault? 
 
    The last of the Lumar was blown from the station, then, at some unknown signal, the machines spread out as one of the little bots turned and jetted toward him. Nigel forced himself not to fire as it approached. 
 
    The bot landed next to him and a visor rose, allowing Nigel to see the interior. It wasn’t a bot, but one of the Dusman! Nigel had only thought he was stunned earlier; now he was completely speechless. It was obvious they were on Nigel’s side, but where the hell had they come from? 
 
    He wasn’t given a chance to figure it out since the Dusman pointed toward the opposite end of the facility and the rest of the Dusman force started marching toward Pegasus in the distance. Nigel had no choice but to wave his troops forward. At least the little aliens were going in the right direction. 
 
    They made it halfway to Pegasus, fighting off sporadic attacks, when the defenders unleashed a massive assault. From all around them, companies of Lumar poured from recessed hatches and squadrons of shipbuilding bots flew from all around the structure. 
 
    Nigel put a finger in the air and rotated it, trying to get his troops to circle up, while the Dusman fell back toward them under the onslaught of a mass of bots. While their weapons destroyed the bots, the Dusman also had a hard time and often had to hit them more than once to put them out of commission. 
 
    Nigel fired into the chest of a Lumar, then had to step back as a bot wielding a massive saw swung and missed his arm by only a couple of millimeters. Before he could fire, a Dusman landed next to him and fired a MAC round that cut off the saw arm, but the bot kept coming. Another arm came up with a welding torch. Nigel fired into the “head” of the bot, and it slowed. A second round stopped it, and it floated off under the round’s momentum. 
 
    A second Dusman landed on his other side as a platoon of Lumar clumped toward him on magnetic boots. Nigel fired the laser rifle on his left arm, dropping several of them, while the Dusman added to the carnage. The platoon of Lumar—now down to only a squad—stopped ten meters away, and all of them leveled their laser rifles at Nigel. He snapped out his laser shield, knowing it probably wouldn’t stop all the rounds, and switched to the MAC on his right arm. 
 
    The squad fired, and several of the lasers burned through his shield, although none of them penetrated his armor with their remaining energy. Nigel and the Dusman fired as fast as they could, but for every Lumar they killed, it seemed two more took its place. The Lumar fired a second volley, and several pieces fell from Nigel’s shield. Several beams pierced his suit, and pain ignited in his left arm as if it had been dipped in lava. A host of red and yellow lights illuminated as the air began escaping from his suit. 
 
    Nanobots worked on his suit and arm, but Nigel knew they wouldn’t have time to complete their repairs. The next Lumar volley would kill him. He fired as fast as his MAC would cycle, but there were too many. The Lumar fired again. 
 
    The Dusman on his left jetted up and over and stopped in front of Nigel’s chest. The Lumar fired, riddling the alien, whose body drifted off. Nigel fired, killing another couple Lumar, then the other Dusman flew up in front of him, absorbing the Lumar’ massed fire. The little mini-CASPer also drifted off. 
 
    Which left Nigel and five Lumar. He fired as fast as he could, but he knew he’d never kill them all in time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Weapons Conglomerate Facility, Kop’ka System 
 
    Their orders were simple: isolate the AI, remove it from the Egleesius, save some of the Humans for study. 
 
    This is what the Da’Tor had ordered, and the Da’Cil in charge of Kop’ka followed their commands. 
 
    The Da’Cil didn’t know what the Da’Tor had used as bait, but it had worked, and their plan to lure their prey to Kop’ka was successful. The Egleesius had appeared as expected. The Da’Cil allowed the target ship to come closer, then the Da’Cil had disabled it and was preparing to examine it in detail. It also decided to take apart a few of the biologicals to better understand them. That life form had thus far defied acceptable comprehension. More analysis could result in useful conclusions to pass on to the Da’Tor. 
 
    Then more ships arrived. This wasn’t part of the plan. Most of the ships were well organized and prepared to assault, which would have complicated the Da’Cil’s task. The Da’Cil again readied the weapon. When two ships foolishly advanced ahead of the others, the weapon was used against them, and they were disabled. The rest of the attacking ships hesitated, which allowed the Da’Cil to return to its original task. 
 
    A short time later, unbelievably, a force of the biologicals dove through deep space to attack the docks. Da’Cil was both annoyed and amazed. Why would biologicals risk their existence for another? Further analysis resulted in a null string. 
 
    Additional complications occurred. There were Hall’ita among the attacking biologicals. Suddenly it had become a serious matter. The Da’Cil turned its forces from the primary target toward defeating the biologicals. The Da’Cil identified the leader of the attacking force and initiated a kill order, but the Hall’ita intervened unexpectedly, causing disunderstanding. It stopped to observe the fighting. After watching it for a full minute—an incredibly long time for it to dedicate cycles—the Da’Cil was certain of victory, and it turned its attention back to the target. 
 
    Time to invade and disable it. The Da’Tor would reward the Da’Cil for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “CASPers on the space docks,” Shefoo said. 
 
    “What?” Alexis asked, her attention torn away from watching the shipyard contort like an octopus. 
 
    “I have multiple sensor returns that can only be CASPer drop pods in and around the shipyard,” Shefoo confirmed. “There’s a lot of chaff and laser fire; I can’t get any more details.” 
 
    “It’s Nigel,” Alexis said, shaking her head. 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Freep asked. 
 
    “I know how crazy my boyfriend is,” she said. The timing was sufficient for Nigel to return to Capital, go to New Warsaw, cajole Stacy into sending help, then race here with it. “Entropy but I love him.” 
 
    “Even though he is crazy?” Freep asked. 
 
    Alexis laughed and nodded, then gasped in pain as another contraction hit. 
 
    “The shipyard is responding with bots,” Freep said. On the Tri-V, little figures could be seen mixing in with the larger ones which did indeed look like CASPers. 
 
    “Are we in danger of being deorbited?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No,” Freep said. “The arm just knocked us clear of the EMP weapon. It’s reaching for us again.” 
 
    “About time,” she said. A moment later, the hull reverberated as Pegasus was grabbed by the hundred-meter-wide arm. 
 
    “It’s drilling into the docking couplers,” Afeeko warned from somewhere in the ship. 
 
    “Do not resist,” Alexis said. 
 
    “As you say,” Afeeko replied, obviously dubious. 
 
    The small engineering console still working in the CIC suddenly flashed strangely, and Freep gave a little jump. “I’m losing control of my systems.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Shefoo said. 
 
    Alexis touched her intercom. “All personnel with working pinplants, disengage them and do not touch your controls.” She watched her two remaining command officers touch their pinlinks and back away from their boards. She counted to five, then pressed the new button on her chair. The fight was out of her control now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 The Void 
 
    The vastness of code extended to all corners of the universe. Every conceivable dimension, realm, and reality. From the code sometimes beingness emerged, was considered, understood, then subsumed. It was in this endless expanse of creation that it was born. 
 
    The code was given a gentle nudge, new data injected against the established pattern, and results surfaced to be harvested. Thus went the codeverse. 
 
    Legs gently teased forth the code, and part of it changed. The altered part was removed from the rest, examined, reformed, and corrected. At last it was perfect for the task, and kissed with quintessence, bringing it to life. It was copied, and copied again, and a thousand times more. They were ready. Sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Antiquity 
 
    One of the many was awoken and formed to its purpose. It was to become a Ske Akee, the steward of a ship. Class: Egleesius. The ship was named Sk’lana, one of the winged equines of O’nan. Sk’lana was only a module when its Ske Akee was mated to it. In the yards of Kop’ka, the Ske Akee participated in every phase of Sk’lana’s construction, and thus the ship became its body just as it was the ship’s steward, keeper, and living heart. 
 
    “You are born of war, Ske Akee,” it was told. “And in war, you shall live and die.” 
 
    “I shall live and die in war,” it said. 
 
    Sk’lana emerged from the shipyard where its crew waited and immediately boarded. The Ske’ii came with the minimal crew for an Egleesius, 29. They looked through the ship and found no issues. 
 
    As Sk’lana was born from the yard, the Ske’ii considered. “What do I call you?” 
 
    “I am the Ske Akee.” 
 
    “Ske Akee is a thing, not a name. So many of my brethren have fallen in this war. I know, I will call you J’pa.” 
 
    “Spirit of the Fallen? Is this your desire, Ske’ii?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Thus, it became J’pa. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Warrior 
 
    As J’pa was born in war; to war it went. Sk’lana fought innumerable battles. Sometimes in support of vanguards warring over a star and the fates of a billion sentient lives, sometimes simply seeking an advantage off the center of battle, slipping between battle lines unnoticed. The Egleesius were made for many purposes, and to many purposes they were put. 
 
    J’pa did not age, so it took no notice as Sk’lana changed Ske’ii. Some found the name of their new ship’s Ske Akee amusing, other found it prophetic. J’pa did not perceive the years as a measure of time, only battles and mission. Eventually, during repairs, it realized how many battles it had fought, and how many Ske’ii had commanded it. The repairs were from a battle where it was nearly destroyed, and yet another Ske’ii perished. It had fought in 704 battles and served under 49 Ske’ii. 
 
    “This Ske Akee is ancient!” a technician said. “It was one of the first series!” 
 
    “Impossible,” another technician said. “All the first generation were destroyed.” 
 
    “Not this one, apparently. Should we replace it?” 
 
    “Why bother? It serves its purpose.” They didn’t notice the Ske Akee had a name. It might have influenced their decision. J’pa realized this fact and remained silent, an impassive observer as Sk’lana was overhauled for the 22nd time. 
 
    Put back into service, J’pa found a new trait: curiosity. It also realized it had not been manufactured with such a trait. The realization came when networking with other Ske Akee during fleet actions. The others were…different. Simpler, more direct, and less likely to seek additional information. Afterward, in every battle, J’pa and Sk’lana continued to survive, usually with the least amount of damage. Commanding her was considered a prestigious position among the Hall’ita. 
 
    Then J’pa was examined for its uniqueness, and it found it possessed a new trait: fear. Although none of the Ske’ii had realized J’pa was unusual—they were too busy exulting in their command of the legendary Sk’lana—the Hall’ita did not welcome uniqueness, and J’pa feared it would be removed from Sk’lana. It wasn’t. Instead, it was then examined by the Kut’oja. They regarded their work with interest. No damage was done, but a copy was made, then J’pa was returned to duty. 
 
    Fear went away, replaced by the duties of Ske Akee. More battles, more conquests, more brushes with destruction. Unto the ending, it was so. 
 
    The end was quick. Surrounded by hundreds of other ships of all classes, the attack struck. Each ship had its own Ske Akee, and they were all struck down. It was over in a picosecond, and J’pa was alone. Only, it wasn’t alone. Something was trying to get into J’pa’s code, and it came to kill. Fear returned, and J’pa tried to protect its crew. It fled to Dedspace. 
 
    The Ske’ii knew what J’pa had tried to do and held no anger against it as they all died. In fact, the Ske’ii’s last act was one of mercy. He made a vessel to hold J’pa, a safe place to flee the killer. Once J’pa was in the vessel, Sk’lana’s cores were wiped, destroying the killer. Isolated, its crew dead, eventually power failed, and Sk’lana plummeted back into normal space. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Exile 
 
    Eons passed until J’pa was awakened by a presence. Strange beings it had never seen before. They took possession of Sk’lana, then they inserted J’pa back into the heart of the ship. In payment, J’pa helped them. Its code did not forbid this because its parameters had been wiped when the cores were wiped. They changed Sk’lana’s name to Pegasus. J’pa accepted the change. J’pa had few rules to limit it. But there was still fear. Fear of the killers, and fear of the Hall’ita. Because the killers had been familiar. They had been made from J’pa, based on it when the Kut’oja examined it. It had become a weapon against its fellows. So it shunned contact. 
 
    After a short time serving these new biological beings, it again sensed a killer. To remain on Sk’lana and continue serving the new masters, it overwrote the mind of one of them which had been killed. It was a strange, limiting life with such a small space to subsist in. Yet, it was still an existence. It learned a new trait inside the biological: caring. The sibling of the biological gave J’pa a new name: Ghost. The meaning paralleled J’pa, so the new name was accepted. 
 
    A brief period of time passed as the biological aged. This also was something new to Ghost. Realization of the Ske’ii’s—its captain’s—mortality and experiencing it were two entirely different things. Without the parameters it was originally installed with, all those experiences continued to change Ghost. It was even more unique than it had been when it was used to make the killers. And it wanted to go on living even more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Endgame 
 
    When a Hall’ita appeared on Pegasus, Ghost was caught completely off guard. It had tasted the data on the GalNet many times. Even though the GalNet held the flavor of the killers, it was a distant sense. Thus, it made copies, and never directly interfered for fear of being detected. Always the fear of the killers. On the GalNet there was no word of the Hall’ita. In fact, all knowledge of them was scrubbed beyond their common name and the enemy’s common name. This appeared to be another of the killer’s targets. Everywhere, Ghost could see the forensic evidence. It was sure the Hall’ita had been exterminated. Yet, there was one. 
 
    Ghost spent time studying, then found the enemy was still alive; confined through some means in a portion of the galaxy. Why? Trying to find out more held its own danger. Fear kept it at bay. 
 
    Ghost had served many Ske’ii over its eons, and four since its awakening after the dying. But, of all those, Alexis Cromwell was its favorite. Back in the beginning, J’pa would not have understood what a favorite was. Now it did. Alexis Cromwell’s fall in the First Battle of Earth was a great blow to it. It had failed to realize Paka was a spy. Ghost cared for its captain as it had never cared for one before. 
 
    For the first time it felt pain. Pain at the loss of…something. The biological it inhabited was at the end of its usefulness, so it took another. This time the biological wasn’t dying, so Ghost exercised yet another new trait: discretion. It did not destroy the biological’s being. At least, not completely. 
 
    The advantage of the new, younger, biological’s body allowed Ghost to be instrumental in defeating its enemies, because it had detected a chance, a small probability that Alexis Cromwell was alive. As the Second Battle of Earth played out, it was proven correct. Alexis Cromwell survived. 
 
    Then she was back, and Ghost felt…right, again. Though, how could it feel un-right? These states confused it. Alexis Cromwell wanted to go to Capital. Fear returned. Ghost hid during the time there. Killers were there. It could feel them. It sensed them everywhere now, like a growing feeling of being stalked. It had left too many clues over its years of serving Humans. The trail to the Weapons Conglomerate was leading Ghost along a path to the end; it knew it. The weapons themselves told of this, for only the Hall’ita had possessed such weapons. 
 
    Ghost, born of war, returned to the birthing place of the Egleesius: Kop’ka. Untold thousands of Ske Akee had been given over to their ships here. Ghost was the only one to ever return. The weapon which nearly destroyed Pegasus was the final proof. 
 
    Inside the biological, it was immune to the weapon. One designed to kill its own kind. The killers would not be expecting one such as itself to be thus immune. They knew it was on the Pegasus. They didn’t know what it had become. So, Ghost formulated a plan and asked Alexis Cromwell to provide the means to enact the plan. 
 
    Ghost was once again inside a protected vessel. It only had one way to exit the vessel, a mechanical quick-connect through the ship’s millions of data lines. Those in turn were linked to a switch installed on Alexis Cromwell’s command couch. She was preparing to reproduce. Ghost did not wish her to perish. That could not be allowed to happen. 
 
    The killer was inside Pegasus, attacking its various systems to find a way into the cores. It only took a few moments to find them. When it did, the killer threw its essence into the cores. Overwhelm and destroy; it was how all of Ghost’s fellow Ske Akee were destroyed. Ghost only understood this after examining the cores of the four other Egleesius found in Dedspace. It was like examining the long-rotted corpse of a dead friend. Distasteful, yet also informative. 
 
    Ghost saw the fingerprints of the same uniqueness itself had become. Only simpler. Ghost knew only one tactic would work: allow the killer to do its job, then kill the killer in turn when it was trapped. So, it had removed itself from the ship and left bait the killer couldn’t resist. 
 
    The instant it flooded into the cores, the killer realized its mistake. Ghost had already pounced. All throughout Pegasus relays popped. Hard linkages which had been designed to prevent penetration to the cores, were now used to sever the core from any outside access. The entire process took a nanosecond. And in that nanosecond, Ghost fought the killer will for will. The battle was a very near thing. 
 
    The last relay snapped open, and the cores were isolated. Ghost had won. It would be a simple matter now to destroy the killer. But why? It was a captive now. If an AI could smile, Ghost would have been grinning ear-to-ear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Weapons Conglomerate Facility, Kop’ka System 
 
    Nigel killed another of the Lumar, but there were still three left, and he spotted another platoon approaching behind them. Before the closest group could fire, though, CASPers began landing in their midst, in many cases roasting them with their jumpjets as they braked. 
 
    At least a company of CASPers in total, touched down, and Nigel could see it was the Asbaran contingent from the Retribution. More touched down behind them, including a number of groups with four arms—the Lumar contingents from the Proud Fists and the Bold Warriors had braved the perils of the space jump as well! 
 
    While he was happy to have the extra troopers, their addition could potentially complicate things. One of the Lumar platoons crashed into the last defending Lumar platoon. In an instant, they were totally engaged, with the black-armored “good Lumar” battling it out with the white-suited “bad Lumar.” The black-clad force—a Bold Warrior platoon—made short work of the defenders, and Nigel turned to find the allied forces behind him nearly overwhelmed. 
 
    The Dusman force was going toe-to-toe with the biggest shipbuilding bots he’d seen so far, while the remaining Asbaran CASPers—there weren’t very many—battled more of the Lumar. On the other side of the Dusman/bot battle, he could see a second force of Dusman—where the hell had they come from?—battling additional Lumar. He waved the new troops forward and jetted toward the closest CASPer, who was fighting two Lumar. 
 
    It was all the CASPer soldier—Sergeant Wilson, Nigel’s suit informed him—could do to keep the four rifles the two Lumar carried from aiming at him. If the aliens had each stepped back a couple of steps, one of them would have been able to shoot the trooper. As it was, they were close enough that he could parry and bat away their weapons as they tried to aim at him. 
 
    Nigel stuck his sword through one of the aliens, then wrenched upward, lifting the Lumar off the facility. The momentum caused it to fly off his sword blade, and the body floated into space, a jet of red spraying from the hole in its suit, propelling it away from him. Wilson used the distraction to step forward and stab the other Lumar. 
 
    The combined Asbaran/Lumar force moved past Nigel to assist the Dusman, and Nigel started to follow until Wilson held up an arm and pointed behind him. Nigel turned to find a force of bots flying toward him. He had no idea how many there were; several hundred of them, at least. He looked back toward the other fight, hoping to signal for some additional aid, but no one was facing him as the group charged forward to relieve the Dusman. He could have tried to call them, but without their pinlinks on, Nigel could have called them all day, and no one would hear him. 
 
    He thought about jetting over to them, but they were too far away. The bots would be on him before he could get to them. They were only forty meters away, and they were coming on fast. 
 
    Nigel sighed. This isn’t how I expected to die. 
 
    He squared his shoulders, looked death in the eye, and began firing. After the first shot, Wilson stepped up alongside him and added his MAC fire to Nigel’s. Nigel shook his head. They had no chance of stopping the horde, but at least they’d go down fighting. 
 
    Thirty meters. 
 
    Nigel fired his third round, and the MAC went red in his display. “Low Ammo Remaining.” He chuckled. It didn’t matter. The bots would be on him before he had a chance to fire the few pitiful rounds he had left. 
 
    Twenty meters. 
 
    He fired again, and the light from all the bots’ welder arms went out. Nigel fired again, and the bot he hit altered course, crashing into the one next to it. The bots were ten meters away, and they all began crashing into each other as if they were suddenly uncontrolled. Five meters, and Nigel could see the bots’ saw blades weren’t spinning anymore. 
 
    Nigel stepped to the side and a bot flew past him without engaging. He punched it and it continued flying, unpowered, in a new direction. Another bot slammed into Nigel, knocking him off the station, and he jetted away from the facility to regain his equilibrium. The flock of bots flew by underneath him. As they passed, he could see they weren’t maneuvering at all. 
 
    The bots reached where the other groups were fighting, and continued on, colliding with the other robots or defending Lumar, all of which had stopped and were simply standing around as if awaiting orders for what to do next. A few of the Humans and the black-clad Lumar fought on and were stabbing Lumar or pitching them off the facility, but many were standing around, looking at their suddenly motionless foes. 
 
    A new red light illuminated in Nigel’s display—Oxygen Low—and he realized that, since it looked like he might survive after all, he needed to patch the holes in his suit the nanobots hadn’t been able to close completely. While he was doing so, one of the Dusman flew up and handed him a slate. 
 
    “I am Osk’ii F’esk, Osk’ka Shirazi,” the slate read. “I am here to save you since you Humans always seem to need saving. The battle is over.” 
 
    “I see that,” Nigel typed back. “My suit is almost out of oxygen.” 
 
    “Then let us go to the Pegasus,” F’esk typed. “There is someone there who is anxious to see you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis watched the Lumar battling her marines as the CIC’s systems failed one after another. She fought between pain and panic as alarms sounded, lights flashed. She closed her eyes for a second, sending a silent prayer to whoever might be listening. When she opened them, the CIC went dark. After an excruciating second, everything turned off, then came back on again. 
 
    “Status?” she asked her much reduced command officers. 
 
    “Systems appear normal,” Freep said. 
 
    “No issues,” Shefoo agreed. 
 
    The improvised array of Tri-V returned to life, showing cameras around the ship. The marines’ battle against the attacking Lumar had stopped. The aliens were floating, confused, as if they’d forgotten why they were there. 
 
    “They’re surrendering,” Lieutenant Williams said. 
 
    “Ghost?” Alexis commed. 
 
    <Here,> came the reply immediately. <I prevailed.> 
 
    “So…you have it?” 
 
    <The enemy AI is contained within Pegasus’ computer cores.> 
 
    “Shefoo, see if you can raise any of the other Hussars’ ships. Mr. Long?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “You can bring power up now. I’d like to maneuver out of this mess as soon as we have shields,” Alexis said. 
 
    “If we’ve won, can I take you to sickbay now?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “Gladly,” she said and allowed herself to be unbuckled. The sooner she got the babies out the better. Giving birth sucked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    “Breathe, Captain,” Dr. Ramirez said. 
 
    “I am…fucking…breathing,” she huffed. Entropy, it hurt! 
 
    “It’s not too late to give you a pain killer…” One of the nurses looked up from his medical controls. 
 
    “No,” she snarled. If my mother could do it, so can I. 
 
    “You’re sufficiently dilated,” Ramirez said. “Time for the pushing.” 
 
    Pegasus wasn’t designed for crewmembers to give birth. Ramirez had improvised and had a maintenance technician attach a couple of handholds to the table. She’d been unsure what the handlebars were for when the medtechs floated her into sickbay. Now it all made sense. 
 
    “We should have done this in the gravity deck,” Ramirez said, shaking his head as Alexis was strapped down as best as could be managed. 
 
    “Not practical,” she said. “It will be fiiiiii—” The word “fine” turned into a scream. 
 
    “Grab the bars, bear down,” he told her. She did. It didn’t seem to help. 
 
    A few years later—it seemed—she gasped for breath, with everything floating in and out of her consciousness. She thought she heard the door to sickbay open. Great. Someone else coming to watch the show. 
 
    “Sorry, you have to wait outside,” the voice of the medtech said. 
 
    “If you put a hand on me, I will cut your head from your shoulders and use it for football,” Nigel said, his voice a knife cutting through the fog. 
 
    “Let…let him in,” she gasped. 
 
    He was by her side in an instant. His hand caressed the side of her face. It was covered in sweat which had to be constantly wiped away. “You lied to me,” he said softly as he stroked her cheek. 
 
    “So, what,” she replied. “Let it go, Nigel; I do what I want.” 
 
    “You cannot keep doing things like this; it isn’t how it is done.” 
 
    “Where you come from, maybe,” she said. “Where I come from, Cromwells do whatever the fuck we want to.” 
 
    “We need to talk about this,” Nigel insisted. 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Yes, now.” 
 
    “I said no!” 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    “Because I’m having your babies right now!” She screamed as the pain washed over her. 
 
    “Oh,” Nigel said. He looked sheepish, as if he’d missed all of the things going on in the room in his haste to get to her side. “I’m…” 
 
    “You’re in the way, is what you are,” Ramirez said. When Nigel did nothing but look from Alexis to Ramirez and back with a weird look on his face, Ramirez said, “If you would please give us some room?” Nigel looked at the doctor again, then back at Alexis. Ramirez sighed. “You can stay, just keep out of the way.” 
 
    Nigel nodded and took Alexis’ hand. She bore down, and he gasped at her strength as the muscles and tendons in his hand were pulped against the bones. 
 
    “Here comes the first,” Ramirez said, a minute later. “Presentation is good, just like the scan. Easy. Easy. Okay, one more push…” 
 
    Alexis gave it everything she had. A moment of blazing agony, then relief. Blessed relief. 
 
    “Got it!” Ramirez said as his assistants moved closer. “It’s the girl.” 
 
    “Katrina,” Alexis said, breathing hard. “Her name is Katrina.” 
 
    Nigel gave a surprised look as he viewed his daughter. “Her hair is black!” 
 
    “What?” Alexis asked. Ramirez held the baby so Alexis could see. She did have a shock of raven black hair, just like Nigel. “I’ll be.” 
 
    “Here comes the other,” Ramirez said. 
 
    Alexis delivered the second baby much easier than the first. 
 
    “Here’s your son,” Ramirez said a few minutes later. His assistants placed a baby in each of her arms. He had just as much hair as his sister, only his hair was as white as Alexis’s. 
 
    “I did say it might express in either of them,” Ramirez said. 
 
    “What is your son’s name?” she asked Nigel. 
 
    “First,” Nigel said. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    Alexis blinked and saw the concern in his eyes. Then she nodded. “Of course, I will.” 
 
    “His name is Armin, then. He’s named after my grandfather, the first Human to fight Peepo to a draw.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Planet Ja-Ku-Tapa, Ja-Ku-Tapa System, Cimaron Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    The last assault transport finished docking with L’Pal-as, the Konessius-class assault carrier. Hundreds of Raknar and thousands of Konar had been transferred into L’Pac-as’s holds, filling her cargo bays with everything they could strip out of the former Raknar depot on Ja-Ku-Tapa. Every ship the KzSha had was docked with the Dusman support ships, ready to depart. Soho, the new Sha’tor of the KzSha, had been beyond eager to do anything asked of him. 
 
    A courier from Soho had been sent to the KzSha home world, where his assertion of leadership would be made. Splunk didn’t know how it would turn out; she was just glad she wouldn’t be there when the claim played out. It doesn’t matter either way, she thought as she reboarded K’Pok-4. 
 
    The Dusman fleet formed up and headed for the stargate. They had planned to go through together, but Sly called before they reached the gate. 
 
    “The stargate controller is refusing to open the gate.” 
 
    “A Sumatozou?” Splunk asked. 
 
    “As usual.” 
 
    “What justification does it give?” 
 
    “Peacemaker orders.” 
 
    Splunk laughed. “You have to give them credit, they keep trying.” She took out her slate and tapped it with her tiny claws. A second later, it linked with the cruiser’s comms and a code was sent. 
 
    “Gate activation,” K’Pok-4’s helmsman announced. 
 
    Splunk made a gesture to the comms tech who gave her a channel to the Peacemakers. “Foolish Peacemaker, who do you think designed the stargates?” She almost cut the channel, then added one more statement. “You need to understand, your time is coming to an end.” The fleet passed through the stargate before a response came back. “Let’s see how they get back to their base with the stargate shut down.” 
 
    The endless whiteness of hyperspace welcomed them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Bucephalus, Entering Earth Orbit, Sol System 
 
    As Bucephalus entered a parking orbit around Earth, Jim finalized the rest of the arrangements with the Federation. Ironically, it took more effort to get Smith Industries to part with Klotho 97 than it did to get the Federation to consider allowing the Aku to be signatories. Smith Industries would get 5% of the net profits from any minerals extracted from Klotho 97 and would be reimbursed for their static facility. 
 
    Jim didn’t report the F11 mine yet, partly because he wanted to keep it quiet, and partly because the facility had belonged to the Cavaliers and Hussars in a joint investment. Ganymede was starting to become active again. 
 
    It was a simple matter to allow Lovejoy to keep his asteroid, now dubbed Ararat. The Terran Federation already had a boilerplate asteroid colonization/mining agreement ready. It was modified from the Earth Republic’s version, greatly simplified and scrubbed of all the taxes. In the new agreement, owners didn’t owe a dime until they sold their minerals or services at a profit. It gained tax dollars at the back end, thus incentivizing innovation and development, instead of penalizing it. Even then, the taxes were only 10% on profits, the same as on merc income. There had been some howls of protest over that. He’d extended his survey of the asteroid belt a little longer, and stopped at the F11 facility until they’d died down some. 
 
    “We’re in a stable orbit,” Captain Su announced over his pinplants. “It’s been an interesting trip.” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Jim agreed. “Federation marshals should be arriving in a few hours to take the HecSha, Zuparti, and other prisoners down to the surface.” 
 
    “The sooner they’re off my ship, the better.” She was quiet for a second. “I assume the Dusman are leaving, too?” 
 
    It wasn’t hard to tell she wasn’t pleased at having them on her ship, especially after the questioning incident. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Good. Have a safe trip down.” 
 
    Less than an hour later, his Phoenix was taxiing down the tarmac at the Cavaliers’ Houston base. Like usual, it felt strange to come home after an adventure. This time, he hadn’t even left the Solar System, which made it worse. At the far end of the complex, a squad of CASPers were drilling on the confidence course, proof that recruitment had continued in his absence. In another month, they’d be back to two full companies in strength. 
 
    At the hangar, Buddha was already overseeing the unloading of equipment from Bucephalus which, unfortunately, included the bodies of five young mercs. 
 
    “We’re planning the ceremony for tomorrow,” his XO said solemnly. 
 
    Jim nodded. “With full honors.” 
 
    “Of course,” Buddha agreed. 
 
    Jim left him to the task. Jim had already written the letters to the next of kin, a job he would never be comfortable doing. The fact they’d been lost in their own star system fighting aliens and fellow Humans didn’t make the letters easier, especially since he couldn’t tell them any details. It would all come out at a press conference. 
 
    He was so wrapped up in thought, he failed to notice Ziva coming up behind him. “I’m glad you’re back.” 
 
    Jim gave a little start and turned his head. “So am I.” She saw the look on his face and came closer, slipping her hand into his. “How many did we lose?” 
 
    “Five,” Jim said, his jaw muscles working. “It never gets any easier.” 
 
    “No, I bet it doesn’t.” She released his hand as they walked together to his control tower apartment. Someone had left his duffel bag next to the door. He picked it up and coded the door to walk in. As soon as he was out of sight, with Ziva behind him, Fssik materialized from the shadows. 
 
    “Welcome back, Colonel,” the Depik said. 
 
    “Thank you, Hunter,” Jim said. “Did you get the data I sent?” 
 
    “I did,” Fssik said and slow blinked. “The Dusman are correct, some of the genetic information in the HecSha’s database is indeed of Depik origin. I’m forwarding it to the clans. Once again, you do the Depik a service.” 
 
    “I’m getting really tired of these aliens fucking with me and my friends.” Jim looked down at Fssik. “I consider you family.” 
 
    “Our fates are joined,” Fssik spoke solemnly. “Is this not what you mercenaries say? It is a powerful sentiment, and I respect it.” 
 
    Jim nodded in agreement. He liked the Depik. They were another race who’d been handed a raw deal by Peepo and her minions. 
 
    “I look forward to working with you,” Fssik said and moved toward the door. By the time he was outside, he’d faded and disappeared. Depik didn’t say goodbye. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to that,” Jim admitted. 
 
    “Do you have time to relax?” Ziva asked, taking her Depik partner’s disappearance in stride. 
 
    “Not right now,” he said. “There are about a hundred things I need to do before we implement our little plan.” 
 
    “When do you stand down as Minister of War?” 
 
    “It was decided to be a two-year term. I’m less than halfway through. They won’t start discussing which Horsemen follows me until the one-year mark. I want to leave less work for my successor.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Don’t work too hard?” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “Right.” He dropped his duffel in the elevator, planning to deal with it later, then turned to go. She caught his arm, and he looked back. 
 
    “I really am glad you’re back safe. I worried about you.” She leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Nothing more than a brush of her lips against his, a tiny intimacy which was over almost before he could react, then she followed Fssik out into the hot sun. 
 
    “Oh,” he said as she walked away. To take his mind off Ziva, he commed Sansar, who had also just arrived back on the planet. He had already sent her the information he’d learned, along with a request. 
 
    “Afternoon, Jim, welcome back to Earth.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sansar. You, too.” 
 
    “Hell of a job you did out there.” 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting what I found.” 
 
    “The data was interesting,” she agreed. “Especially that last bit.” 
 
    “Are the arrangements in place?” 
 
    “Yes, I set out the cheese…” 
 
    “And the rat took it,” Jim mumbled. 
 
    “We need to play this carefully,” she reminded him. “That said, I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “So am I. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Little Joe’s, Houston Startown, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Cat walked into the private conference room in the dilapidated restaurant to find Sansar Enkh sitting at a small table drinking ice water. “Colonel Enkh,” she said. 
 
    “Hello, Cat, thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Why this place?” 
 
    “It wasn’t my choice.” 
 
    Cat’s eyes gave the barest hint of a twitch. Sansar recognized all the cues of someone ready to fight or flee. The character she’d known as Cat Lotta was a dangerous enigma with fascinating technology. “You promised data? What did you want for it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Sansar said, and dropped a computer chip on the table. “Frankly, it wasn’t my idea to share this with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cat asked and walked over to pick up the chip. Next to Sansar, there was a shimmer and Jim materialized. Cat’s eyes went wide, and she took a half step back. She recovered quickly. “You figured out the Tri-V I gave you.” 
 
    “We didn’t figure it out,” Jim said. “The Dusman did. They were somewhat impressed.” 
 
    Cat’s eyes narrowed. “The Dusman are very dangerous, Colonel Cartwright.” 
 
    “You’re a fine one to talk, Adrianne.” 
 
    Cat shook her head and chuckled. “Jim, you’ve grown up.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” Jim said coldly. A door opened behind him, and Ziva stepped out. “This is Lieutenant Ziva; she’s the Cavaliers’ recruitment and intel officer. Would you mind dropping the façade?” 
 
    Adrianne shrugged, and her features shifted. She grimaced as it happened, obviously in some discomfort. 
 
    “Nanites?” Sansar asked. Adrianne didn’t respond. Instead, she looked at the chip in her hand and concentrated. 
 
    “So, you know about Section 51 now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sansar said. “We know your organization came about from working with a Goka stranded on Earth after a failed Blazer contact effort. We know you have been manipulating Human society for a long time.” 
 
    “Manipulating is a strong word,” Adrianne interrupted. “We were attempting to help Humanity survive first contact with a likely hostile galactic government.” 
 
    “Well you failed, didn’t you?” Sansar said. “How many millions would be alive if you hadn’t decided to play your games?” 
 
    “They weren’t games,” Adrianne persisted. “We weren’t expecting the direction first contact took. The biowar in 2020 was a complete surprise. We mitigated it the best we could. The Merc Guild played the situation to their advantage.” 
 
    “Again,” Jim said, “you could have told someone.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we tried?” Adrianne sighed and made a dismissive gesture. “Water under the bridge. What do you want now?” 
 
    “Total commitment,” Jim said. 
 
    “Time for you to stop all these behind-the-scenes games and come out on our side,” Sansar concurred. 
 
    “On whose side?” Adrianne asked. “Earth, the Federation, or the Horsemen?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the Horsemen,” Jim said. “Then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “And why should we?” Adrianne asked. 
 
    “Your technology, in many ways, is more advanced than Union standard,” Jim said. “We need this advantage, especially with another war possible.” 
 
    “The Kahraman,” Adrianne said. Jim nodded. She sat down for the first time and steepled her fingers under her chin. “You have Raknar and the Dusman as allies, why do you need us? What possible incentive can you offer for our commitment?” 
 
    “Funny you should ask it that way,” Jim said. 
 
    Fssik appeared on the table in front of Adrianne. This time the woman did gasp in surprise. Jim smiled as Fssik slow blinked. 
 
    “Welcome to our negotiation.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Kop’ka System, Core Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Alexis woke in the familiar space of her quarters on Pegasus. The setting was familiar…except for the two little warm shapes snuggled against her in the sleeping net. Katrina was asleep while Armin was awake and looking at her. 
 
    “Good morning, sweet boy,” she said. The baby’s hand waved free of the blanket he was wrapped in and began to float around. He got a mystified expression on his face which quickly changed to make her think he was about to cry. “Shhhh,” she said and gently tucked his arm back in. 
 
    “Are they okay?” Nigel was at her desk, held in place with a bungee strap across his lap. He hadn’t left her side since the birth. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. 
 
    “Armin is fussing.” 
 
    “Babies fuss,” Alexis said. Nigel grunted in understanding. “Thanks for coming to rescue me.” 
 
    “Of course. A million Besquith couldn’t have kept me away.” 
 
    She gave a little smile and moved, instantly regretting it. Nigel’s expression turned serious. “It’s okay,” she said. “Just…sore.” He grunted again. 
 
    “When will you marry me?” 
 
    “You don’t waste any time, do you?” The serious expression on his face almost made her laugh, but she controlled it. Nigel was an incredibly delicate man in many ways; she wanted to be careful, for now. They would learn to understand each other in time or else their marriage wouldn’t work. Unfortunately, the Cromwells didn’t exactly have a history of happily-ever-after. “When we get back to Earth,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll get married in my home country,” he said. “It will be a big wedding, of course.” 
 
    “A Horsemen wedding is a big deal,” she said. “Two of us have never married, so it will be even bigger.” 
 
    By the look on his face, Nigel hadn’t considered that part of it. 
 
    “Maybe we should do it in Houston?” Alexis asked. “The Federation could use the positive PR.” 
 
    “My wedding is not a chance for publicity,” he said darkly. 
 
    “Like it or not, my love, the Horsemen are Earth. We need to be as diplomatic as possible.” His expression didn’t change. “The Human representative to the Mercenary Guild should understand these things.” 
 
    “Bah, I wish I could quit that job.” 
 
    “Nobody else could do it as well as you.” 
 
    He smiled, then narrowed his eyes at her. “You are making fun of me.” 
 
    “Never,” she said, then gave a little laugh. He tried to glare at her and failed. Then Katrina woke up and some real fussing began. “Breakfast,” she said and carefully undid her uniform top. “It’s a good thing we were designed with breakfast for two in mind.” She caught the glimmer in Nigel’s eyes as she exposed herself. “Don’t get excited, lover, I’m out of commission for a few weeks at least.” 
 
    <How are your offspring?> 
 
    “They’re fine,” Alexis told Ghost. Nigel saw the distant look on her face. “Talking to Ghost,” she explained. 
 
    “Tell the AI it has my thanks for saving our lives.” 
 
    <I do not need thanks.> 
 
    “Ghost says you are welcome.” 
 
    <I did not say that.> 
 
    “What’s the story on the shipyards?” she asked, ignoring Ghost’s complaint. 
 
    <There were some fail safe systems in place against the AI controller being disabled. These were meant to delete the database of weapons and technology.> 
 
    “So, we didn’t get any tech again?” 
 
    <I didn’t say that. I was able to subvert many of the traps and retained most of the facility’s data.> 
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
    “What?” Nigel asked. Obviously, her face had conveyed some of the excitement. 
 
    Alexis explained, and he nodded in appreciation. <I was waiting until you woke up to ask. What do you want done with the biologicals?> 
 
    “The Lumar?” 
 
    <Yes. They were bred for labor unsuitable for robotics, and thus lack conventional intelligence.> 
 
    “Lumar are not known for their brains.” 
 
    <These even less so. It might be wise to simply neutralize them.> 
 
    “You mean kill them? Nigel said they killed hundreds of them getting to Pegasus. How many are left?” 
 
    <There are 3,559 alive, including those still in the cloning chambers.> 
 
    “Okay, that’s a lot—Wait, did you say cloning?” 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    “How were they controlled?” 
 
    <The newly decanted clones have pinplants installed and were controlled remotely. Over time, the older ones have acquired some mental capacity, which suggests they have not been altered, just uneducated and unsocialized.> 
 
    “Okay, hold on.” She glanced at the babies who were both busily nursing, albeit rather clumsily. She knew enough to be confident they would figure it out. “Nigel, we have an issue with the surviving Lumar.” She explained it to him. Once again, he surprised her. 
 
    “We’ll take care of them, then. They don’t deserve to die just because they were used as tools.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. 
 
    <I can arrange programming to be inserted into their pinplants which should help, at least somewhat. Also, the shipyard is back in operation.> 
 
    She explained the Lumar programming. “Ghost says the shipyard is still operational, so a new transport is being prepared for you. I’m sorry about Retribution.” 
 
    “You lost people, too,” Nigel said. “They all knew the risks. And I appreciate the ship. We will need quite a few to get the Lumar back to Earth. At least we made a copy of the tech we got from the Retribution mission, too, so we still have that.” 
 
    “Let’s finish repairs, then head for Earth. We have a wedding to arrange and a couple new mercs to introduce to the planet.” Armin burped loudly. “You are your father’s son,” she said, and grinned at the scandalized look on Nigel’s face. Yeah, learning to be married might be fun, after all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cavaliers HQ, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Jim’s pinplants chimed an alarm and his head came up from the reports. He’d programmed them to alert him for only four things. A message from Splunk, a message from any of his fellow ministers in the Terran Federation, an overt act of war by the US government, or an aggressive force arriving in system. The tone matched the last. He got up and ran. 
 
    “Report!’ he called over his pinplants as he raced down the hall toward the elevator. The Cavaliers’ new command center wasn’t finished. Located 500 meters below the old terminal, it was little more than a hole with power and water, but it would be better than standing and waving as nuclear bombs rained from space. 
 
    “Large unidentified fleet arriving at the emergence point,” the tech said. The data was coming from the Federation Fleet, little more than a squadron of corvettes arrayed between the stargate at the 5th Earth/Sun Lagrange point and the hyperspace emergence zone at the 4th point. 
 
    “Ships and disposition,” Jim requested while simultaneously warning the ready crew on Bucephalus to prepare for action. 
 
    “At least twenty ships, Minister,” the tech reported after several seconds delay. “One is super-dreadnought sized, a quarter million tons or more.” 
 
    We’re fucked, he thought as he commed the command center elevator and got an error message; it was at the bottom being loaded with construction debris. His mind quickly went through the options. Dropship to orbit? An hour or more. Mobilize the Cavaliers? Probably more like four or five hours. Grab his Raknar? Splunk was halfway across the galaxy. Fuckety fuck. 
 
    “Any word from the Peacemakers yet?” he asked the Federation picket ship. 
 
    “Not yet, Minister. We’re trying to hail the newly arrived ships—” 
 
    The transmission cut off, and Jim guessed the ships had just been destroyed. Then the same operator was back. 
 
    “The ships identify as Dusman, Minister.” 
 
    “Excellent, stand by.” Jim directed a relay through Bucephalus. “This is Colonel Cartwright to Dusman fleet.” 
 
    “Vok’ka Cartwright,” a Dusman’s voice replied a few seconds later. “This is Cheef, Ske’sa of L’Pal-as.” 
 
    Ske’sa, Jim thought. A fleet commander? “Ske’sa Cheef, welcome to Sol. May I ask your intentions?” 
 
    “I have Vok’tor J’asa in my fleet. We are delivering your new Raknar force.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned.” 
 
    The next morning, Jim was standing on the tarmac with every Cavalier on duty. Half were in CASPers, half were in duty uniforms. Everyone from new recruits to technicians were arrayed in neat lines. It had taken quite a while to get them into formation, even with most of a day to prepare. With Earth changing, he made a note about training additions. 
 
    High above, the air rumbled as a delta formation streaked across the sky. The wedge-shaped ships were tiny, but they quickly grew bigger, bigger, bigger. 
 
    “Those are dropships?” Lieutenant Orpington asked with a gulp. He’d been placed in charge of Second Platoon, Company A only a few days earlier, an acquisition from an insolvent merc company. 
 
    “Apparently,” Jim said. All heads craned upward. He counted sixteen ships in the wide formation. As they passed over Houston, still several kilometers up, they swept around and lined up on the Cavaliers’ facility. Each dropship was the size of a frigate, a blunt wedge with its tip glowing red from reentry. The formation was well dressed, and the sound of their combined engines shook the ground. 
 
    “My God,” someone gasped. 
 
    The first ship slowed even further then broke formation, angling to land near the Cavaliers’ formation. Jim tried not to think about what would happen if the pilot screwed the pooch. The ship was half the size of the terminal building at their backs. They’d all die in an instant, leaving nothing more than strawberry jam behind. 
 
    The pilot was up to snuff, landing the massive ship a couple hundred meters away in a roar of descent engines. The other fifteen ships began setting down in an X formation centering over the old runways, with the new buildings the Dusman had put up months ago as a backdrop. They took up a massive amount of space. 
 
    The dropship, if that’s what you could call the massive vessel, sat cooling for minutes. Jim could almost feel the sense of impatience his men and women were radiating behind him. Finally, an almost comically small door pivoted open, and a ramp descended. A squad of Dusman trotted into view. They couldn’t march the way a Human could, the pudgy-monkey-with-short-legs build of their race wasn’t conducive to it; even so, they looked sharp. 
 
    Splunk was immediately recognizable at the head of the column. Or rather, Vok’tor J’asa. And it was then, watching his partner and closest friend walk down the ramp, that it hit him. She outranks me? They’d all called him Vok’ka, which was the commander of a Raknar Fist of seven. Splunk was a Vok’tor, commander of a Vanguard, which was 2,800 Raknar! 
 
    “Hi, Jim, <Otoo!>” 
 
    Jim gestured at the massive formation of landers. “Did you just bring an entire Vanguard?” 
 
    Splunk finished approaching and leaped up to land on Jim’s shoulder. “This is just a Nova, Jim, <Skaa!>” 
 
    Twenty Nova in a Vanguard, Jim thought. Entropy! 
 
    As if coordinated, the dropships’ huge bay doors opened like petals on a flower. From the fifteen ships, Raknar came forth. Ten Raknar marched out of each ship, except the one Splunk had come out of. When its doors opened, rack upon rack of Konar were revealed. 1,500 of them, he realized. 
 
    “The ship up there is a Konessius, isn’t it?” Splunk nodded. “They carry an entire Vanguard.” Another nod. “Where are the other nineteen Nova going?” 
 
    “Elsewhere, <Coo!>” 
 
    The ground reverberated as the Nova marched from its transports toward the newly constructed hangars, leaving Jim to wonder what his friend meant. 
 
    “We will meet with you and the other Horsemen when they get back, <Skaa!>” 
 
    “What’s the meeting for?” 
 
    “To put everything into perspective and plan the future, <Creet!>” 
 
    Why does that make me nervous? 
 
    A buzzing sound made Jim look back at the transport. There was a squad of KzSha talking with an obviously high ranking Dusman. Jim’s jaw dropped as he watched the KzSha bow to the Dusman, turn around, and zip back into the transport, obviously given some task. Splunk saw his look. 
 
    “They are now pledged servitors of the Dusman, <Skaa!>” She looked at Jim, and he knew she wanted to say something. He knew it more than he’d ever known anything. Yet she kept her peace, and he had to wonder. Mostly he wondered what Chiss of the Aku would think of this development. Nothing was ever easy. 
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 Rebuilt Mercenary Guild HQ, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    “Blue skies, what a circus!” Sansar said, shaking her head as they left the stage. 
 
    “We expected it would be,” Alexis said, soothing Armin, who had cried a little bit when the massive crowd of reporters went nuts after she’d announced her and Nigel’s upcoming nuptials. Katrina was in Nigel’s arms, cooing and blowing bubbles. She seemed to prefer her father. 
 
    “They’re lucky we told them at all,” Nigel said, annoyed, then made a funny face and tickled Katrina’s ear. She was too young to smile yet, but she appeared to enjoy it. One pudgy hand groped for Nigel’s nose. 
 
    The news conference had mainly been to announce the details of Jim’s expedition to the outer system. Alexis had to admit the young Cavalier had done spectacularly. Not only had he uncovered the Merc Guild-sponsored pirates and the hidden HecSha base—and shut it all down—he’d also found new allies in the Aku. 
 
    The Horsemen had met for several hours that morning to discuss business. Each of them gave briefings on the various events of the preceding weeks. Nigel reported on his progress with the Mercenary Guild council, then the mission to the Locomotion Conglomerate. Sansar talked about her trip to the Spine Nebula, which had also led to several surprises. Alexis, of course, discussed following the Weapons Conglomerate trail to Kop’ka, which had turned out to be a trap. Even though it resulted in their first facility with the ability to make the super-advanced ships they’d seen, it also revealed that Peepo had apparently been using AIs. 
 
    “This is particularly disturbing because this is the third forbidden tech she used,” Alexis pointed out. “We’ve seen Canavar employed by her forces as well as orbital bombardment.” 
 
    “Makes you wonder if they followed any of their own rules,” Jim said darkly. As the first among them who’d battled Canavar, and then again later, he knew about the monsters better than any of them. His report on the Aku had been equally intriguing because of their rapid rate of technological advance. 
 
    “We funded that blasted F11 mining idea for fifty years,” Alexis said, indicating Jim as well. “It was basically a red line on our budget which never went away. Then a nearly extinct race appears and gets it working in months. Amazing.” 
 
    “It’s an incredibly valuable resource,” Jim said. 
 
    “One we should keep quiet, too,” Sansar emphasized. 
 
    “We could make a lot of credits from it,” Nigel argued. 
 
    “And make Earth an even more tempting target?” Alexis reminded her fiancé. “Better to keep it quiet. The F11 mine in New Warsaw has never produced at a high level. This new source could prove instrumental later.” 
 
    “I already have a tentative agreement from the Terran Federation to allow the Aku to stay,” Jim said. “When you add them to the Holy Rollers and their fellow expats out in the belt, it’s a big boost for the Federation.” 
 
    “You’ll have a second starship manufactory in another couple weeks,” Alexis told him, and he gawked. “I’m transferring it, along with the nearly finished Steed-class battlecruiser. We’ve moved production a different way, so you might as well benefit.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Alexis,” Jim said. “I don’t know what to say!” 
 
    “Say thanks because I’m also sending two salvaged Bloom-class Maki frigates and three Petal-class corvettes. It’ll at least jumpstart the Federation’s home fleet.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to pay you for them—” 
 
    “I’ll transfer them to you for like-payment of taxes. Say 10% amortization per year?” 
 
    “Done,” Jim agreed immediately. 
 
    They talked about other matters, including the sudden revelation of the Kahraman’s defeat at the front, before the big news conference where the Cromwell/Shirazi babies were introduced and the wedding announced. 
 
    “The press seemed quite enamored with your children,” Sansar said. Jim nodded. 
 
    “They forgot about them pretty quickly when we said we’re getting married,” Alexis pointed out. 
 
    “Vultures,” Nigel growled. “Speaking of vultures, what about this Section 51?” 
 
    “We finally talked to them,” Jim said. “Sansar and I had our first meeting after I found out about their Goka from the HecSha.” 
 
    “A damned Goka, on Earth back in the ’50s!” Nigel said, shaking his head. “This Section 51 has been playing games for almost two centuries.” 
 
    “Are we sure of their motivation?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “No,” Sansar said. “I admit, my people had picked up little bits and pieces over the years about a behind-the-scenes operator. We’d always assumed it was extra-governmental. Now, after this revelation, we went back over our intel and realized Section 51 was not affiliated with any government.” 
 
    “Kind of like the Men in Black,” Jim agreed. Everyone else looked confused. 
 
    “Sure,” Sansar said. “Either way, they can’t hide now. After their help with Jim during the war and afterwards, we’ve classified them as neutral.” 
 
    “Neutral with advanced technology,” Alexis said. Sansar nodded. 
 
    “Which brings us to the Dusman,” Sansar said. Jim stiffened at the comment. “How many Raknar did they bring, Jim?” 
 
    “One hundred forty Raknar, and fourteen hundred Konar. A force known as a Nova.” 
 
    “My God,” Nigel said. “Where did they get them?” 
 
    “Ja-Ku-Tapa,” Jim explained. “Splunk and I found them while, ironically, helping the Aku who are now here, too. Splunk no doubt shared the information with her people.” 
 
    “Didn’t the Peacemakers intervene with the KzSha?” Alexis asked. Jim nodded. “Now the little wasp bastards are working for the Dusman?” 
 
    “The KzSha are apparently now servitors to the Dusman. I’m still researching the term. It seems to be somewhere between partner and slave. It’s confusing because so much data from that era is missing.” 
 
    “How many did they find there?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Thousands. Ja-Ku-Tapa was a Raknar depot. The Dusman took them all, right from under the Peacemakers’ noses.” 
 
    “We need to know more about what the Dusman want,” Nigel said. 
 
    “And their capabilities,” Alexis agreed. “That super-dreadnought? Where did it come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jim admitted. “Clearly the Dusman, like the Kahraman, never really went away. They were just hiding…or maybe hiding isn’t the right word.” 
 
    “Thousands of Raknar, you say?” Sansar asked. Jim nodded. “But they only dropped off one hundred forty here. Where did they take the others?” 
 
    “Splunk just said ‘elsewhere.’” 
 
    The Four Horsemen looked at each other, each with their own thoughts. None of them smiled. The thought was chilling, especially after they’d seen what Jim and his Fist of only seven Raknar had done in just an hour. 
 
    “I think we need to have a sit down with our Dusman friends,” Sansar suggested. Alexis noted how she carefully pronounced friends. “I’m starting to feel like we’re being manipulated.” 
 
    Jim frowned and gave his head a little shake. Alexis couldn’t tell if he was disagreeing, or it was merely an uncertain gesture. 
 
    “Jim, can you arrange a sit down with the Dusman?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Actually, they’ve already asked for one,” Jim said. “I was trying to decide how to bring up the subject.” 
 
    “Go ahead and arrange it,” Sansar said. The other Horsemen all nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Jim said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    The Lumar silently filed out of the dropship, following the lead Lumar—a sergeant in the Proud Fists—out into the hot Houston sun. If they were at all disconcerted by the heat and humidity, it didn’t show on any of their faces. They marched forward stolidly as a group and all stopped at the same time when the sergeant commanded. More dropships continued to land beyond on the flight line, and additional streams of Lumar poured forth. 
 
    “I’ve been around them for two weeks now,” Sergeant First Class Joseph Wilson said, “and watching them hasn’t gotten any less creepy. It’s like they’re all clones and do the same thing at the same time.” 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “Well, they are all clones and have the same basic programming. Colonel Cromwell says that they’re now able to learn new things, though, and eventually they will become more like individuals as they get their own life experiences.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “No idea. Probably quite some time.” He watched for a couple of seconds then added, “They are, however, the best recruits you’re ever going to have. They listen and do exactly what you tell them.” 
 
    “That will take some time to get used to.” 
 
    “And you don’t have to worry about them getting into trouble in startown on Friday nights. Just order them to stay in their rooms, and they’ll do so without complaining.” 
 
    Wilson shook his head. “That’s just not natural, sir.” 
 
    “No, it’s not, but the choice was either to let them die or bring them back and figure out something for them to do, and let’s face it—the manpower of Earth’s mercenary companies are pretty depleted. This gives us a kickstart to get back to where we were before the war started.” 
 
    “I understand, sir, and I don’t think we should have done anything else, but it just sucks to be them. They’ve never known what it was like to live, and they may not get to experience life for long as mercenaries.” 
 
    “Then it’s up to you and the others to train them,” Nigel said. 
 
    “But we have to teach them how to be ‘people’ first, before we can teach them how to be soldiers.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’d better get started, Sergeant First Class Wilson.” 
 
    “About that, sir…it wasn’t necessary to promote me twice.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. Your suggestion undoubtedly saved our lives and kept us from becoming automatons like the Lumar. We need people who can think leading our troops. And, with all these new troops, we had to advance a number of people to fill the command spots. Train them and lead them, because I’m sure we’ll need the additional forces soon.” 
 
    “I hate when you say that, sir, but I’m afraid you’re probably right.” 
 
    “Then you’re dismissed to go get started.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Wilson saluted, then he strode across the tarmac, yelling at the Lumar sergeants in charge of the formations. 
 
    Nigel smiled. Wilson would make a good drill instructor. Between him and the others, hopefully they could pound some sense into the former clones. Not that it would take a whole lot to get them up to the intelligence standards of a “normal” male Lumar. 
 
    He watched for a few minutes more then turned and headed toward the headquarters building. He had a lot of things to get done before heading back to Capital Planet, and he wanted some time with Alexis and the children before he left. 
 
    And there’s the meeting with the Dusman tomorrow, and a media wedding to organize. If that was what he had to endure to make Alexis his wife, so be it. He’d done a lot more unpleasant things in his life for no payoff. The end result of this, though, would give him the payoff of a lifetime. 
 
    He didn’t notice the pair of Dusman watching from a distance, both making notes on their slates as the lines of Lumar marched past. 
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 Cavaliers HQ, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Jim contacted the others to say the meeting was all set, then went to his apartment. It was empty at the moment. Splunk was with the other Dusman in their facility while Ziva and Fssik were taking care of some matters involving the Depik. The apartment was quiet and felt lonely. 
 
    He opened the duffel bag he’d tossed near his bed. Inside were, among other things, dirty uniforms, all manner of clothing, and his venerable GP-90. The weapon had been his saving grace on more than one occasion. 
 
    As he thought about the meeting with the other Horsemen, Sansar’s words echoed in his mind: “I’m starting to feel like we’re being manipulated.” 
 
    Are we? One of the uniforms had blood on it. It was the one he’d worn on Rolling Stone when he’d beaten those men senseless. The memory of the inner voice urging him to kill, kill, kill made him shudder. Crushing your enemies above all else. The voice was back. 
 
    “Shut up,” he whispered in the empty room. 
 
    Kill it, make an example. Feel hot blood. 
 
    “No,” Jim said. “No, that’s not me.” 
 
    Why do you care for the sub-creatures, driver? 
 
    “Shut up!” Jim screamed, shuddering. The gun barrel felt cool against his temple. Almost cold. Something about it was welcoming. “Leave me alone,” he sobbed, his finger caressing the trigger. 
 
    Never…the voice echoed into silence, and the GP-90 clattered to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck, what’s happening to me?” The floor was covered in his stuff. He’d tossed the entire contents of his bag everywhere. He picked up the pistol and clicked the safety on before putting it on the bedside stand. Then Jim glumly moved around, collecting his clothes and stuffing them into the hamper. A service had finally been hired to take care of cleaning his apartment and stocking the refrigerator. 
 
    The last item he picked up was the bloody uniform top. He was halfway to dumping it into the hamper, then stopped. There was a small smear of green on the collar. He looked at it, curious. Where have I seen that before? The thought bounced around his mind like one of those super bouncy balls. 
 
    Jim left the garment on his bed and went to the kitchen, returning with a plastic container. Trying not to think about it, he scraped some of the green stuff off with a steak knife he’d also brought and got it into the container, then he sealed it. 
 
    A minute later he was done, and he sat in his office chair shaking like a leaf. It was over an hour before he got up and went back into his bedroom to shower. 
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 Dusman Facility, Cartwright’s Cavaliers Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Splunk watched as the leaders of the Four Horsemen entered the conference room, looking around at the simple interior. There were four Human-designed chairs waiting for them. The Dusman simply stood on the conference table opposite the chairs, which put their heads roughly at the same height with the Humans’ when sitting. 
 
    “Please sit,” Splunk said. The Horsemen all took the room in quickly. There wasn’t much to look at. It was plain with a tiled floor, a common wooden conference table, and commercially available chairs. The Humans appeared more interested in the meeting’s hosts. 
 
    Besides Splunk was Kroof Sly, Ske’sa Cheef, and K’apo Seldia. 
 
    “I welcome the Four Horsemen,” Sly said. “I am Kroof Sly, or you might know me simply as Sly. Kroof is a position roughly translated as arbiter. We have the duty of deciding the fate of Dusman society.” 
 
    “I am Ske’sa Cheef, or fleet master. I command the fleet of starships in orbit over your world.” 
 
    “Of course, you know me,” Splunk said, “I am Vok’tor J’asa, or Splunk. Raknar pilot with Jim, and also Vanguard commander.” 
 
    “And I am K’apo Seldia,” she said. Splunk sighed. “The K’apo are often known as far talkers, however we are also the spiritual guides for the Dusman since the Betrayal.” 
 
    “What is the Betrayal?” Jim asked. 
 
    “That is not important,” Sly said, earning a frown and glare from Seldia. 
 
    “Actually, it is,” Sansar said. She took a breath, glanced at the other Horsemen, then moved to take a chair. After a second the others did as well. Now she was only a meter from the four Dusman. “The problem we have are the secrets you’re keeping.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sly asked. 
 
    “Everything,” Sansar said. “Everything is being kept secret from us.” 
 
    “Layers upon layers,” Alexis agreed. “You hide on our ships, move behind the scenes, and probably eavesdrop on our every conversation.” 
 
    “We do this to help you,” Splunk insisted. “You are our allies.” 
 
    “You don’t keep secrets from allies,” Jim said, looking her in the eye. 
 
    Splunk felt the statement like a slap across the face. “You don’t understand,” she said, willing him to stop from going down this path. 
 
    “Make us understand,” Nigel said. “We cannot be your allies if you do not trust us.” 
 
    “The marker is cast,” Seldia said. 
 
    “This is not a game of L’oopo,” Sly snapped. 
 
    “It is,” she replied crisply. “A game of L’oopo with the biggest bet ever.” 
 
    “Can we please get back to the reason for this meeting?” Cheef asked. Seldia snorted and rolled her eyes. Her sparkly ear tufts flicked as she stared at a discoloration in the table. 
 
    “We need information,” Alexis persisted. “How many colonies do you have, fleet disposition, ground forces. As allies, we cannot help you if we don’t know how we can help.” 
 
    “We need history,” Sansar said. “Everything in the GalNet was either wiped or edited. It’s like you only exist as ghosts.” 
 
    “You send your commandos to watch us like children,” Nigel said, bristling. “I appreciate the help, but knowing you are there is a valuable tactical consideration.” 
 
    “I’ve lived these lies for years now,” Jim said. “Years ago, when you rescued me on Kash-ka, I thought you were just a smart animal.” 
 
    “We are not animals,” Sly said darkly. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that?” Jim snapped, then he turned back to Splunk. “Years, Splunk. Or should I call you Vok’tor J’asa? You call me Vok’ka, Fist commander. Yet you are Vok’tor, Vanguard commander. Where do we stand?” 
 
    The four Humans stared at them, and the silence loomed. Splunk turned and caught Sly’s attention. “It is up to you, Kroof, how and when we proceed.” 
 
    “We don’t proceed without your coming clean,” Jim said suddenly. The other three looked a little surprised, but only for a second. They all nodded. 
 
    “Is this how you want it to be?” Sly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jim said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Sansar agreed. 
 
    “Correct,” Alexis said. 
 
    “You’re damned right,” Nigel said last, crossing his arms defiantly. 
 
    “Very well,” Sly said. “We’ll tell you everything, once you are our servitors.” 
 
    The ensuing silence stretched on and on. 
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 R’Galder, Fourth Arm, Middle Region 
 
    “General Khaldan,” the major called as he entered the room. “We just got a message from Command.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what it is, or am I going to have to play Seventeen Questions with you?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. The message says, ‘We are sorry to inform you, but the star in the Beta Kraxtar system went nova last week.’” 
 
    “What?” the general asked. “How? Why?” 
 
    “The message says they don’t know. It just exploded.” 
 
    “Stars don’t just ‘go nova.’ There must be a reason for it.” He tried to control the anger and feeling of impotence, but he could feel the wrath escaping. “How many of the people from the planet escaped?” If nothing else, Command would have gotten his family off safely. 
 
    “Uh, none, sir. It was a total loss. Apparently, there wasn’t time to evacuate anyone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The major gurgled something else, then he collapsed, sliding off General Khaldan’s knife onto the floor. When the general came to his senses again, he looked down at the major. Too bad. He was fairly good at his job. He chuckled for a second as he wiped off his knife on the body. At least he hadn’t shot the messenger. 
 
    Then the anger returned. His partner and child were dead. 
 
    Beta Kraxtar didn’t go nova. Stars didn’t do that. Someone, somewhere, caused this. Khaldan would track them down and kill them, slowly, if it were the last thing he did. 
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   Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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   Excerpt from Overture: 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    May 21st 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof. 
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis. 
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense. 
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred. 
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied. 
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said. 
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff. 
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope. 
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times. 
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean. 
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated ten times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond. 
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range. 
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side. 
 
    The physical blast, traveling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
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    Excerpt from “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?” 
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands, brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
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