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Izlian Heavy Cruiser Bird of Prey, Capital Planet Emergence Zone

Thorpi knew he was the least likely Veetanho in his race’s illustrious history to be in his current position. It was a position of power, almost unheard of for a male to accomplish. The fact it was in a minor Human mercenary company was beside the point. To him, it was the most important job he would ever attain in his young life.

Which was why when his mother’s daughter, Leeto, came calling upon him as the Kakata Korps were in the midst of transitioning back to Earth after their most recent successful deployment, Thorpi became extremely nervous. Enough so he looked into his own private dealings and agreements outside the Mercenary Guild and wondered if his plot had already been discovered.

His memories of Leeto were vague ones at best. They hadn’t been of the same litter, her being multiple years older than he, and she’d already been gone when he became aware. Thorpi was what the Humans would have called the “runt” of the litter, though in a different sense of the word. It was galling to think this way, but also accurate, he allowed. Humans were an odd bunch but seemed to have a phrase for everything.

He swam quickly through the adjoining tube and into the waiting transport shuttle. Since they were meeting in a ship and not the station, and the Izlians had no use for rotating sections to create any form of centrifugal gravity, the going was fast but a little treacherous. His time served as the Chief Operations Officer of the Kakata Korps had taught him punctuality was everything, even if Leeto made him wait to see her. It was the nature of the beast, experience told him. Even so, he knew being allowed into her presence alone made for an amazing first step. The fact he was being acknowledged sent delicious shivers of satisfaction down his spine and caused his fur to ripple in excitement. His status in the hierarchy of the family was growing.

Thorpi mentally shook himself before his wild fantasies took hold. Caution and wariness were needed when dealing with a temperamental female, he was quietly reminded by an inner voice. The females of his species were far deadlier than the males, and it showed in their domination of both the Veetanho home world and the Mercenary Guild.

At the last stop, he was met by a brooding Jivool, one of the 36 other mercenary races in the Galactic Union. A guard outside Leeto’s door wasn’t surprising. That the guard was a Jivool, certainly was, however. As far as Thorpi knew, the bear-like knuckle draggers were not the best-suited for a protective detail. But it was not his place to talk, so he remained silent until the piggish eyes of the Jivool focused squarely on his face. He saw some dim sign of intelligence in the alien’s eyes, and Thorpi chided himself. Appearances can be deceiving, and the Jivool were highly underrated as mercenaries.

Whiskers twitching nervously, Thorpi waited for some sort of acknowledgement from the guard. Time seemed to pass slowly as he stared at the Veetanho, his expression one of boredom and contempt. Thorpi’s skin began to itch as he floated, waiting. He was a Veetanho of action, and being forced to wait in silence was pure, unadulterated torture.

“I’m here to meet with Leeto,” he finally said, knowing the Kakata Korps were expected to make their transfer through the gate back to Earth soon. If Thorpi wanted a ride back with them, he would have to hurry. Their ship would not wait around for a single Veetanho. Transition fees had already been paid, and there were no refunds for missing passengers.

The Jivool finally grunted in a surprisingly high-pitched tone and opened the door. Not knowing if he should thank the alien or not, Thorpi instead simply gave the merc a quick nod. Thorpi pushed through the door into a surprisingly large room, where three figures waited.

He recognized Leeto instantly, as she was the only Veetanho present. Two MinSha guards flanked her, both of whom studied him closely with their strange ruby-red eyes. Their narrow, segmented bodies always disgusted Thorpi a little when he looked at them. They wore their standard chitlin armor, though they seemed to lack any obvious weaponry save for their ceremonial staves. It made sense, though. Thorpi didn’t know Leeto well, but if she were as paranoid as he had been led to believe, there was no way she would allow weapons in her presence. As terrifying as the mantis-like aliens were, they were nothing when compared to the intimidating form of their mother’s favored daughter.

“Greetings, creche sister of our mother,” Leeto said and dipped her head at him. Thorpi’s ear twitched in shock at the obvious sign of respect.

“I greet thee in return, favored daughter,” Thorpi replied and bowed his head deeper. Though she had shown him respect, it was expected of him to show her even more. Not only was she a female, but she was the leading general under their mother. “I am here as summoned, to both pay respects and offer my services.”

“You are an odd one, Thorpi,” Leeto said as she waved the two MinSha guards away. They left the room without question, leaving the two Veetanho alone. As the door closed, she turned her sleek head and focused intently on him. “Small, a creche sister who passes herself off as male amongst her employers, yet cunning and devious. A planner. You’d be better suited in a logistics role for the Veetanho, did you know this? Perhaps as the senior logistics officer of a small task force?”

The thought had occurred to him, a dream he often fantasized about in the depths of the night when his Human merc companions were sleeping. The first creche sister to be head logistician for the great General Peepo in her crusade through the stars, to further the glory of both the Mercenary Guild and the Veetanho race. It was a job which he lusted for and desired more than anything else in the universe.

However, his time amongst the Humans had taught him almost as much as when he attended school in his youth. The phrase “mama didn’t raise no fool” was one which his current employer, Colonel Mulbah Luo of the Kakata Korps, was fond of saying. Leeto was softening him up with compliments and suggestions, which set off alarm bells in his head. The last thing the smaller Veetanho could be described as was a fool. Inexperienced, perhaps, but even this was quickly becoming a thing of the past with every completed contract with the Korps. He had arrived, and it was glorious to behold.

“I thank you for the compliment, favored daughter, but I am just another mere Veetanho creche sister in the service of our family,” Thorpi stated in a controlled voice, his fur rippling ever-so-slightly at her words. This was not a simple meeting between children of General Peepo but a full-on negotiation, one which would make even the legendary Depik take note of. The immediate problem, however, was he didn’t know what was being negotiated. Not yet, at least.

“Nonsense,” Leeto scoffed, her tone one of amusement and only mild rebuke. “Our mother did not choose you for this role because you are just another ordinary Veetanho. She picked you because you are an extraordinary creche sister, born of the great General Peepo. Your other creche sisters were all wastes of matter, suited for nothing more than menial labor and the usual hardships of being one of your kind. You are special, Thorpi. Even among our people, being selected for this task is a sign of expected greatness.”

If you say so, Thorpi thought as he bowed his head in acquiescence. He really wished she would call him something other than creche sister. He never felt as though it were truly accurate. It was part of the reason he passed himself off as male amongst his Human employers. Too many questions and explanations. Misunderstandings and assumptions were all part of the ploys used against creche sisters by favored daughters, and something he wanted no part of anymore. “I thank you, favored daughter, for your kind words.”

“Please, call me something other than ‘favored daughter,’” Leeto suggested. “I would not wish to call you ‘favored creche sister,’ after all. It’s a mouthful and wastes time. You have recently received a promotion in rank within your own mercenary company, correct? Congratulations...Major?”

That little tidbit of information caused him to twitch nervously. There was no way the sudden news of his promotion could have reached Leeto yet, given it happened during one of their normal transits through a gate. It had been over three weeks earlier, true, but the only manner of which Leeto could have learned of the news was if she had someone in the Mercenary Guild tracking the rank structures and payroll of the Kakata Korps. Which meant Leeto was connected almost as well as their mother, and this made him suspicious of her true motives.

“Thank you, General,” Thorpi bowed his head a second time. Subservience often meant survival, no matter how distasteful he found it. “Your congratulatory words cause me great joy.”

“Tell me.” Leeto paused here and casually inspected the back of her paw, examining a stray patch of fur a little too intently. A ruse, Thorpi recognized immediately, but a very clever one. It was a sign of her indifference to the next question, and it might have fooled him if he had not noticed her ears twitching in nervous anticipation of...something. “How do you like working with the Humans?”

Careful now, Thorpi told himself as he gathered the right words. There was much more afoot here than he knew about. Her question had been carefully timed. Even the least intelligent of creche sisters could recognize this.

“They are very interesting to work with,” Thorpi stated. That much was true, though the male Veetanho had learnt the various meanings of the word “interesting” in his time with the Humans.

Apparently his mother’s daughter had not, for Leeto nodded sagely. “That has been my assessment as well. Very peculiar bunch, prone to do the unexpected. Very adaptable, but also unpredictable, which makes them unreliable in the Mercenary Guild’s eyes.”

You mean to General Peepo’s, Thorpi thought. He was beginning to understand where this conversation was going, and he didn’t like it one bit. He had moved past caution and was at full-blown trepidation, with a side of dread for good measure. Truth be told, he liked the Liberians he worked with. He had never met a more industrious or loyal people in his entire life, and the care they showed for those in their family was something Thorpi felt a Veetanho could learn much from them.

A sudden thought caused his blood to run cold. Is Leeto aware of the contacts I have inside the Information Guild? Do she or Peepo suspect?

It wasn’t an entirely unfeasible idea. After all, Peepo was renowned for her daughters being as cunning as she. Leeto could very well know who Thorpi was working with on the side, all things considered. His footing felt more slippery and treacherous with each passing moment. He slowed his breathing to almost normal levels, deciding for the time being to allow Leeto to think he was only nervous about the meeting.

“Nonetheless, their success rate for guild contracts recently is over 95%, which is almost unheard of,” Leeto continued, unaware the male had already discovered the point she was slowly steering the conversation toward. “They are very profitable, but...” her voice trailed off.

“Yes?”

“General Peepo believes they are positioning themselves to take over the Mercenary Guild,” Leeto stated bluntly. This caught Thorpi by surprise, but not for the expected reason. This ruse was not the direction he had anticipated his mother going. Influencers, perhaps, or even falsifying records to trigger an interspecies war, much like what had been done with the Pushtal when they began to try and exert influence over the guild long before. He couldn’t hide his body’s reaction to the news, so instead of fighting to control his twitching he charged full ahead as a typical, ignorant creche sister would, hoping his apparent over-eagerness would be interpreted as something else.

“Surely they would be mad to believe they can take on the entire Mercenary Guild!”

“We have proof that Humans are flouting Guild Law and spitting in its eye,” Leeto proclaimed, appearing to mistake his body posture for something else. “They have elevated a race to sentience and have activated massive war machines of old. They also are creating Canavar, which as you undoubtedly know, is strictly prohibited not only by Guild Law but also by Galactic law.”

“I have heard nothing of this,” Thorpi admitted, shaking slightly. “Colonel Luo does not do any of these things and keeps the operation small. It saves money.”

“Which has come to General Peepo’s attention,” Leeto nodded, pleased. “Your Colonel Luo is a rare breed, one who puts his oaths first and personal desires second. Our information on him suggests his loyalty to the guild even overshadows his love of Earth.”

That’s technically true, Thorpi silently allowed as he thought it over. Mulbah had little love for Earth, considering the hell which had befallen his people throughout history, as well as the injustices they had shackled themselves with. However, Mulbah had no greater love than what he felt for his nation, Liberia. This was painfully obvious to anyone who spent more than five seconds in his presence. His desire to see his homeland succeed was white-hot and could burn through any other loyalties, pledges, or promises. It had even led to the dissolution of his marriage, a concept Thorpi had only begun to explore as his dealings with the Information Guild grew.

“He is loyal to the guild,” Thorpi stated instead, carefully negotiating the unseen minefield as he continued to spar with his mother’s favored daughter. There was no way he would allow familiarity to breed contempt in this situation. Leeto was far too dangerous, as well as a shrewd negotiator, for him to allow her to draw him in too easily.

“That is good to hear.” Leeto’s smile was ghastly to behold, Thorpi realized. It was one of the Human facial traits which had begun to catch on across the known universe, and it had multiple effects on some races. For a Veetanho, it made a rictus death mask on the female who used it, similar to the bliss they exhibited when asserting dominance over a chosen male to mate with right before killing him. Thorpi was shaken to the core by the grotesque sight. “However, with the Four Horsemen flouting their arrogance and believing their own lies of supremacy, the Mercenary Guild has consulted the laws and decided they must be brought to heel. For this to occur, the guild must take full control of the Human home world of Earth. They are, after all, only provisional members of the Galactic Union.”

Thorpi’s entire body stiffened at this. If the Mercenary Guild was pulling this stunt now, then the Information Guild’s agents were possibly compromised.

“Is this wise?” he prodded gently.

“It is,” Leeto nodded, looking down at him with a very curious expression on her face. “Do you not think so?”

“It is...an interesting tactic,” he said after a momentary pause.

“You have doubts?”

“More like personal concerns.” Thorpi demurred to the superior female as he recognized the barest hints of anger upon her face.

“Peepo’s concerns are all we should worry about at the moment,” Leeto stated, evidently not pleased with his response. Since he could find no other way to voice his concerns without seeming to attack his mother or her plans, he remained quiet. Leeto took his subservience for something else and continued, the subtle shift of her body language telling him she was pleased once more. “What the general is offering is something that might be of use to your colonel, if he were up to the task.”

“Which is?”

“Control over his homeland’s western coastal nations,” Leeto announced. “In exchange for assisting in quelling any mercenary guilds in the area around the Mediterranean Sea who do not come to heel. The Kakata Korps will also receive a very nice stipend from the guild until cessation of actions and the Four Horsemen are brought to justice. The contract will be in perpetuity, of course.”

Thorpi was not the chief financial officer of the mercenary company, so had no say in the matter. He felt fortunate this thankless job fell on the shoulders of Captain Zion Jacobs, 3rd Company Commander. With the Korps’ expansion after their first two successful missions, Colonel Luo had purchased more up-to-date armor and equipment, as well as hired Liberians and Ugandans who had recently finished their training at the established Mercenary Service Track school outside Monrovia. After seeing the pay and opportunities provided by being a mercenary, thousands of applicants had sought entrance to the school. It had created a boon for the local economy as well, though it hadn’t filtered out to the people yet. Liberia was known for crooked politicians and wayward projects which went nowhere but spent a lot of money somehow. Very much like the Mercenary Guild, Thorpi thought humorlessly.

“Do you have a contract prepared so I may bring it to my commanding officer?” Thorpi asked as the mention of “perpetuity” filtered through his head. Typically, the guild did not offer contracts in this manner, preferring to put them on the open market to be bid upon within designated merc pits via the GalNet. However, when they did do this, it meant big money for a mercenary company. Plus, in perpetuity meant guaranteed money until cessation of hostilities, which could be many years down the road. Humans were worse than Goka when it came to eliminating them, not because of any inherent toughness but because Humans were so damned persistent. It was a boon, as well as a curse. Credits could be had by all with this stipulation.

“I had it drawn up and completed before you arrived,” she replied. “Check your pinplants. I’ve uploaded it for you to take to your colonel and have him sign.”

“I can’t promise he’ll sign it, but I will do my best to ensure that he does.”

“If he does not sign, then he is in violation of Guild Law, like the Four Horsemen. He will be arrested, summarily tried, and then executed at the guild’s pleasure,” Leeto warned him. Thorpi’s blood ran cold but he kept his expression carefully neutral.

“I do not think he will disagree with the wording of this contract, and will likely sign,” Thorpi said and dipped his head lower still as he mentally inspected the language and verbiage of the contract. It all seemed okay to him, but then Guild Law was not his specialty. Moving hundreds of thousands of tons worth of military hardware in preparation of an assault was his first love and chosen profession.

“Very good, creche sister,” Leeto rasped with pleasure. Thorpi swallowed and his claws twitched. The longer he remained in the room alone with her, the more uncomfortable he became. It was time to leave.

“When does Earth fall?” Thorpi asked, his voice quiet as his mind raced to find a way to navigate the turbulent waters of the coming storm. He was certain he could spin this in a way so Mulbah did not go on a murderous rampage. It would be difficult with the offer of a free Liberia for the Korps to run, as well as control over the entire coast in exchange for regular work to the north. Thorpi knew of at least a dozen mercenary companies which operated around the large body of water, none of whom even gave a fair shake to the Liberian company. Plus, Thorpi recalled just how loyal Mulbah was to his homeland.

“Soon,” Leeto replied.

This wasn’t too surprising. Earth, for the most part, was as crooked as a Zuparti conducting a business deal. Corruption ran rampant throughout the government of Liberia, and it was definitely a sore spot for the company CEO. Colonel Luo’s dream of a true Liberian paradise would never come true as long as the politicians milked the merc company for every credit they could and then wasted them away purchasing more votes from an ignorant populace. Thorpi schooled his features for perfect calm before looking up at Leeto.

“And how long will Colonel Luo have to decide?” he continued after a moment of silence.

“He has until his arrival back in Earth’s system to decide,” said Leeto. Thorpi nodded slowly. This made a certain amount of sense, since it would be two more jumps until they reached Earth. As nice as it would have been for the company to remain closer to Earth, the Four Horsemen were the ones who usually received the plum contracts closer to home. Other merc companies needed to go farther out to find good-paying contracts. The Kakata Korps, thanks to how new it was, had to travel farther still to find contracts where they did not lose money. This resulted in them sometimes taking long odds against a superior force, yet Mulbah was clever, and Thorpi was a tactical genius, for a creche sister. The Korps always found a way to win the fight.

This would also give Thorpi a chance to get the contract and information to his contact in the Information Guild. Before this meeting, he hadn’t known why his old friend Tookapa had been pushing for more information from Earth. Knowledge cut both ways, and Thorpi had a horrible feeling this was tied in with Peepo’s plans for the Humans, and Earth. It was not comforting.

“Earth?” Thorpi asked, swallowing as his mouth suddenly became dry. He needed to know so when he made the pitch to Mulbah the Liberian wouldn’t strangle him right then and there. “I need to know when.”

Leeto bared her teeth in excitement. “Earth falls tomorrow.”

* * * * *
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Part One—The Proud Lion
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[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


SOGA HQ, Sao Paolo, Brazil, Earth

General Peepo, leader of the Mercenary Guild forces, scanned the latest information brought to her by her chief of staff. Captain Beeko was, as usual, punctual and timely with her reports. The majority of Earth’s mercenary companies had made their way off-world in a desperate, last-second escape, leaving behind only the dregs and those who would follow the Mercenary Guild purely for the money. The list of companies still on Earth wasn’t impressive, but at least it was mostly comprehensive. Her eyes flicked down the slate screen as she read the names and tried to recall what their specialties were.

Varangian Guard. Proud, but slow on the uptake. Not considered elite. Better at intimidation and crowd control than first strike contracts. Decent defenders, however. They had accepted the Mercenary Guild ruling Earth without too much question. For the time being, they were providing site security in Sao Paolo for the Mercenary Guild as it strengthened its grip on Earth. Their commanding officer really liked the credits which were flowing into his coffers now. She saw a little side note warning about their negotiation tactics and chittered softly in amusement. How very Flatar of them.

Middle Kingdom Dragon Guard. Peepo shuddered at the memory of her earlier meeting with the diminutive Human woman. There was an active and open hostility between the Dragon Guard and the Golden Horde. Some historical reference the Veetanho did not fully understand between the Horde and the Guard involving who had the right to rule or some such nonsense. The Dragon Guard had agreed to accept the guild’s pay, even if some of the fallout from the bombing of the Golden Horde’s HQ site had impacted the region where the Dragon Guard recruited from. The strange little woman from the Guard had taken everything in stride, looking at Peepo with those cold, lifeless eyes.

Peepo paused as she came to the third and final company on her list. It was the least known of the three, despite having a Veetanho on its staff. One of her children even, though Thorpi was a mere creche sister. But still...Peepo could think of no reason why the information detailing the company was so sparse. They were still relatively new to the mercenary business, but their success rate was phenomenal. Their losses were always under 5% of their full strength, and their profit margins were through the roof. She swiped left and peered at Colonel Mulbah Luo’s information profile and was quickly able to discern just why they were financially successful in spite of being so small.

An accountant and inventor who passed his VOWs, she realized as she continued reading. The company had actually not been one of the Human groups she had believed would work with the guild, which made their acceptance of the deal more than a little suspicious. After all the fighting and delaying tactics by the mercenary companies before they had left Earth, Peepo had believed the Kakata Korps would follow the lead of the Horsemen.

According to Leeto, Thorpi had claimed the Korps wanted no part of the Horsemen’s rebellion against the Merc Guild. Peepo had her doubts about both the Korps and the creche sister. Still, they were going to be confined to operations in the Mediterranean Sea and southern Europe, as well as pacifying western Africa. With her spawn guiding them, they could undoubtedly be a huge asset while remaining safely occupied and out of the way. Once their operations against the remaining mercs were done and her final plan was executed she would then have the Korps eliminated. After all, they were not necessary in the final scheme of things. The Horsemen were the key to it all.

“General?” Captain Beeko interrupted her reading as she poked her head through the open doorway. Peepo looked up in irritation but stopped the quick rebuke as she saw the look on the other Veetanho’s furry face.

“What is it?”

“We’ve captured Sansar Enkh!” Beeko informed her, excitement bubbling forth. Peepo stared at her chief of staff for a long moment, concerned.

“Captured?”

“Well,” Beeko looked down, mildly embarrassed, “she showed up downstairs fifteen minutes ago and surrendered.”

“I see,” Peepo nodded, even though she did not. What game is this? “Where is she now?”

“Being taken to a holding cell to await guild justice,” Beeko stated.

Peepo held up a paw, considering. “Bring her to me first,” Peepo said as she looked around the former secretary general’s office. It would do to serve as a reminder to the Human just who ruled this planet now, a point she planned on driving home shortly. “Make sure she arrives in one piece and in relatively good health, Captain.”

“Yes, General!” Beeko disappeared from the room and Peepo’s shoulders relaxed.

The goal had been to decapitate the leadership of the Four Horsemen and bring the rest of the Human mercenary companies to heel. The plan hadn’t worked out quite the way she had planned but holding one of the Four Horsemen commanders was better than none at all. It would make the trial and eventual conviction better if one of them were there in person, instead of all of them being tried in absentia.

For the first time since she had set foot on this repulsive planet, things were starting to look up.

* * *
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Möller Interstellar Consortium Vessel Jörgummund, Emergence Point, Sol System

Colonel Mulbah Luo backed himself into the chair and looked around at his gathered senior staff. He was pleased with what he saw gathered before him, even though the topic at hand was not the most desirable one. Running his fingers along the trim of his unadorned black beret, he could feel the edge of the nasty scar hidden beneath. This scar had not been earned in combat though. No, that would have been honorable and not forced him to order a uniform change for the entire Kakata Korps.

Thrashing about in his bunk one night, Mulbah had not strapped himself down tightly enough following the company’s first contract and had split his head open wide upon the edge of the bunk. Embarrassing as hell, the mess had been even worse to clean up. Blood in zero gravity got everywhere. It had amazed him to find blood in his compartment three weeks later, after he had sanitized the berthing area five times. His three senior officers had teased him mercilessly, which forced him to action. The berets were ordered for all members of the Korps, with him wearing the black beret. His officers wore blood red, with a logo for each of their companies, while enlisted wore blue with the matching company patch.

In hindsight, Mulbah found the color combination was actually a stroke of genius. It helped the new recruits to quickly figure out the rank structure, and since there were only five officers in the Korps for the time being, it enabled Mulbah to establish a solid senior NCO rank structure based solely on experience and merit. Following the ranking structure of Cartwright’s Cavaliers had paid off in huge dividends. Mulbah inwardly smiled at this. In order to be the best, one had to beat the best. Emulating the best was a step in the right direction.

Of course, this had led the Liberian government to cry foul and demand he promote those who were related to politicians faster. Stubbornly, Mulbah had refused. His mercenary company, his rules. The Mercenary Guild law stated as much. Rather politely, he had pointed this out to the now-former president Teah Njie during their last meeting before the Korps had shipped out on a new contract. Soon after, the Liberian government had raised taxes on all businesses where 90% of their business took place outside the country’s borders.

This blatant attack on the Korps, which was the only business in the country which was still turning a profit at this point, was almost too much for Mulbah. His homeland held a special place in his heart, and he wanted more than anything to see Liberia rise up to take its place among the greatest democratic nations on Earth. It soured his stomach to watch the insipid greed of his fellow countrymen hamper the country’s natural development.

As he listened in on the arguments around the table, he thought about the two ways to handle the situation. The first was obvious: leave Liberia and re-establish the Korps’ HQ in another country. However, pride prevented Mulbah from taking this easy way out. The desire to be Africa’s premier mercenary company kept him in Liberia. No other country on the continent, save perhaps Egypt, had the infrastructure necessary for a mercenary company to succeed. He had no desire to move his company over 7,500 kilometers to a country where he had absolutely zero contacts. Cairo, while being a potential location for a starport, was simply too much of a cesspool to actually be of use.

The second option was attractive but potentially dangerous. It was also the reason for the current staff meeting with his senior officers.

“I’m not asking for your decision on the matter,” Mulbah said, interrupting the argument between Captain Samson Tolbert of the 1st Company and his counterpart in 2nd Company, Captain Antonious Karnga. The two officers had started out as mere mechanics for the company Mulbah had bought out but had been pressed into being CASPer drivers after it became apparent the Korps would not be able to afford to hire new ones. They had performed admirably and later been promoted when Mulbah brought in new hires.

“Then what are you asking, bass?” Samson asked in a respectful tone. He waved a hand in front of his face, his expression dark. “The way the guild says it, the Horsemen had turned their backs on Earth and broken Guild Law. But would they really do that? We do not know them very well, bass, but I do not think they would betray Earth.”

“Greed makes people do strange things,” Antonious interjected as he glared at his counterpart. They were friends, true, and fought well together in battle. They were also prideful men, and they constantly jockeyed with one another for superiority. It was a rivalry Mulbah didn’t feel the need to quash, not yet at least. If it began to affect their performance in the field, only then would he step in. Antonious continued, “We could have gotten to know them better, bass. Laziness on our part.”

Mulbah inwardly winced at this. It had been his fault he hadn’t built up much of a tête-à-tête with the major mercenary companies of Earth. Building a company from the ground up was time consuming, and it left little time for much else. It was part of the reason why his now-ex-wife was living with her new boyfriend in Baltimore and had a generous alimony package to boot.

However, he did have one contact in the Winged Hussars, albeit a loose one that not too many people knew about. The only problem was he hadn’t heard from Wendy since the Korps had accepted the sublet contract months before. He had no idea if the Sanders girl was alive or dead at this point. If the Hussars had fled Earth to try and save it later, surely they would have sent out a message to all Human mercenary companies about what was going on and would have provided some sort of evidence to back up their claims. It was this lack of evidence—or even a message to the Korps, really—which was swaying Mulbah toward believing the Mercenary Guild. He had a gut feeling Antonious shared in his suspicions.

Mulbah already knew where Thorpi stood on the matter. The Veetanho had been the one to bring the contract and proposal to him, along with the suggestion the Korps rule not only Liberia, but every country along the coast from Ghana to Senegal under one common nation. It was an interesting idea, far grander than anything Mulbah had thought about, but he had little patience for governing that much area. The number of tribes in Liberia alone made his head spin, and their conflicts continued to spill over and create new civil wars. Considering the last two had resulted in the deaths of almost a half million people, it was a road he was not yet prepared to travel. This aspect of the proposal in particular was something he had kept from his senior staff...for now.

Next to the Veetanho, the Korps’ Chief Financial Officer was going over notes via his pinplants, staring off into the distance. Captain Zion Jacobs was an intelligent man who had a better education than Mulbah did, though he rarely flaunted it. Given command of the support unit, 3rd Company was typically filled with men who ascribed to Zion’s pragmatic views on everything. Overly cautious and a fastidious planner, it would be Zion who could change Mulbah’s final decision.

“The numbers look good, boss,” Zion informed Mulbah, his eyes coming back to reality. The CFO blinked a few times and rubbed his face with his palm. “There’s some sketchiness with the term ‘in perpetuity,’ since that could be forever, or they could declare a success tomorrow and not pay us at all, leaving us holding the bag and landing us on the bad side of everyone still on Earth. I’d get that part changed. As for policing the mercenary companies of southern Europe, that should be easy. From what I’ve seen, most of the other merc companies ran the moment General Peepo and her fleet showed up. The ones remaining are either on her side, too poor to leave, or are actively working to subvert the Mercenary Guild.”

“Bass, whose side are we on?” Samson asked, leaning on the table. He peered at Mulbah with dark eyes. “I don’t trust the aliens. No offense, Thorpi.”

“It is wise to never trust anything at face value,” the Veetanho said shrugging off Samson’s apology. “I was the one initially presented it from an individual I know, and I am skeptical of the sincerity behind it. However, the contract does look good, and with the exception of the perpetuity clause, I think it’s an honest contract.”

“Menh, I don’t like it,” Antonious chimed in as he used the rubber band on his wrist to tie his dreadlocks back. “I don’t want to fight Human mercs. Isn’t it obvious to anyone else? If General Peepo doesn’t want to fight them, then why should we?”

Mulbah conceded the point. “True. But what happens when they bring in the Besquith to pacify them, and then they come at us for not helping? This isn’t about destroying the merc companies but about the survival of Earth. What happens when they decide Humans aren’t worth the risk anymore? I don’t know about you, but accidents happen on a frighteningly regular basis in the Galactic Union.”

The comment caused all the men in the room to fall silent. Africa was a continent where the term “accidents happen” held a far darker connotation than elsewhere in the world. Far too often, presidents were “accidentally” killed fighting rebels, or protestors “fell ill” during transportation to a local jail. Even the occasional general who “committed suicide” by shooting himself 27 times in the back was a cautionary tale about how “accidents” occurred.

“General Peepo could also call in Tortantulas to ‘pacify’ Earth,” Mulbah added, driving the proverbial stake home with a single, vicious blow. “We can prevent a potential slaughter by taking the contract. We can protect Earth by doing this.”

Everyone shuddered at the idea of pacification by Tortantula. Spiders the size of a small car were not something even the most hardened of mercs wanted to face on a regular basis. Not to mention, the Flatar who rode them into battle were not to be taken lightly either. Letting them loose on a civilian populace was probably the worst thing imaginable.

“Bass, I still think we’re getting played here,” Samson murmured and rubbed a hand over his bald scalp. He looked away, almost ashamed. “But if you think this can keep more people alive, then we do it.”

That settled it. “Zion, get the contract fixed, and I’ll sign it. Everyone else, ready your companies for action. I have a feeling we’re going to be deployed a lot sooner than we’d hoped once we’re back in Liberia.”

Unbuckling their safety harnesses, the trio of company commanders left the meeting room, leaving Mulbah alone with the Veetanho. Thorpi was looking at him with what Mulbah called his “curious” expression. However, the alien appeared almost embarrassed by something that was on his mind. Mulbah raised a single eyebrow at him.

“I couldn’t help but notice you left out the mention of the Korps ruling all of the coastal countries around Liberia,” Thorpi observed, his tone neutral. It wasn’t accusatory, but something between surprise and curious. Mulbah did not fault the Veetanho’s caution. He had to play a dangerous and delicate balancing act between his loyalty to his employer, his guild, and his people. He was much like Mulbah, in this regard. The Veetanho flicked an ear and cocked his head slightly. “Why did you choose not to reveal this information?”

“Instinct,” Mulbah replied. Thorpi motioned for him to explain further. After a moment of introspection, Mulbah clarified for the Veetanho. “Humanity has been at war with itself since the dawn of time. The first murder occurred when there was only four people on the planet, supposedly. We are born and bred for conflict. However, Africa—my people and all the peoples of Africa—have a special disposition to violence and conquest of one another. Before and after the white Europeans came and enslaved us, we were doing it to one another.”

“But that doesn’t explain...” Thorpi’s voice trailed off, apparently at a loss for words. Mulbah smiled. It was confusing to someone who didn’t know the region, the tribes, or the ancient conflicts stretching back generations.

“Did you know that everyone on the command staff is Liberian?” Mulbah asked him. The Veetanho nodded eagerly. “Did you know that none of them are from the same tribe?”

The Veetanho blinked, his sleek and furry features showing confusion. Mulbah understood the bewildered look all too well. Many Americans he had tried to explain the same issue to while he was going to school had looked at him the same way. It was a common mistake amongst Westerners, assuming just because someone was of the same country meant they were all the same people. Sometimes Mulbah wished everyone thought in the same positive manner as the Americans he had known.

“Liberia is made up of ethnic tribes,” Mulbah explained. “Think of it like families, and then tribes, and then the nation itself. Nobody is going to put nation over tribe. The sense of community that drives, oh...Canadians and Americans? Africa doesn’t do this. I feel we can’t. We are divisive, conflictive, and, generally, we never trust anything or anyone outside that tribal circle. That is the African way. People are easier to rule this way, so politicians don’t preach unity outside of the tribe. They might argue otherwise, but when the cards are down and all the chips are in the pot, a tribal group will save its own, even at the cost of its country.”

“I...don’t understand this at all,” Thorpi admitted as his claws dragged lightly across the table top. “Everything we Veetanho do is to further our species, and the Galactic Union.”

“Yes, but if you had to choose between your species or the Galactic Union, which would you pick?”

Thorpi said nothing as he unbuckled his safety harness. Pushing away from the meeting table, he glided toward the door leading back to his private quarters. As he reached the doorway, however, he stopped and half-turned to look back at Mulbah.

“I did not mean to cause offense, sir,” the Veetanho said. “You have just given me much to think about. Permission to be excused?”

“Of course,” Mulbah told the alien. Thorpi nodded and pushed his way through the doorway and down the long hall. The CEO of the Kakata Korps watched him go and gazed down the corridor for a long time after, deep in thought as his mind began to draft plans for dealing with Human merc companies without actually wiping them out.

* * *
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Möller Interstellar Consortium Vessel Jörgummund, 900km Above Earth, Sol System

“Load ’em up!” Captain Karnga shouted as the men of 2nd Company hurried to their drop shuttles. He stared and waited for a few stragglers, the last of his men. Their CASPers moved more slowly into the shuttle than he would have preferred. Antonious looked over at First Sergeant Victor Oti and grimaced. “They were a lot faster during the drills, menh.”

“Ya, bass, they were,” his Top agreed. Master Sergeant Oti had been with the company since they returned from their first successful contract and had proven to be an able leader of enlisted personnel, which had led to him being rapidly promoted through the ranks. When it came time to form the companies within the Korps, Antonious had snagged the former fisherman as quickly as he could to serve as his senior NCO.

They made for an interesting duo. Antonious was skinny, wiry, and good with the ladies. Victor was tall, broad, and rarely talked to women in any manner. Antonious wasn’t sure if the larger man was shy around women or simply not interested in them. However, he also did not want to pry, so he’d left it alone and allowed Victor to whip the boys of 2nd Company into shape.

So far, the men of 2nd Company were not performing up to expectations. They had experienced the most losses during their recent contract, with two killed and four wounded. One of those injuries could very well lead to a medical retirement, which was not something Antonious was particularly proud of. However, Colonel Luo hadn’t been too concerned, since he had established a very generous retirement package for anyone who survived 25 completed contracts as well as a retirement package for combat-related injuries. The combat readiness of the company, however, had been brought up by the colonel as being “suboptimal.”

Antonious had his doubts early on when Colonel Luo had purchased the failed mercenary company Mercenarios Ojo de Tigre and renamed them the Kakata Korps. The first meeting had not gone very well but the first contract had been successfully accomplished. Completed, perhaps, but they had lost Antonious’ oldest friend, Khean Waring, while protecting the alien Korteschii from the mysterious lizard raiders. From there they had transitioned the company to Liberia, where they had almost lost their owner in a partially botched contract which had ended well for the company. It also earned them a fat payday, courtesy of the Winged Hussars. From there, the successes—and newer equipment—continued to pile up as Mulbah Luo carefully guided the Korps through contract negotiations.

“Remind the boys we only get paid if we can get our jobs done on time, Top,” Antonious muttered over his personal frequency to the First Sergeant.

“Ya, bass, it done,” came the quick and easy reply. Antonious nodded. Despite Victor’s barely passable English he was an effective first sergeant. He had no doubts the enlisted men of 2nd Company were about to have their hides verbally flayed in a pidgin mashup of English and Kisi.

“Be gentle on them,” Antonious suggested. Victor snorted over the radio and gave his boss an incredulous look. Antonious shook his head and smiled. “Right, stupid idea. You handle it, but after the drop is complete and the fighting is over.”

“Ya think fight, bass?”

“I don’t want one,” Antonious admitted as they boarded the combat dropship and looked around. Eight CASPers stood waiting for their command team to take their places in the hold. The duo moved to opposite sides of the dropship and the magnetic locks secured them in place. Antonious exhaled and continued his private conversation with Victor. “But just because I don’t want one doesn’t mean we won’t get one, menh.”

“Ya, bass,” Victor agreed. The first sergeant switched frequencies and addressed the men of 2nd Company. “Menh, listen. We go down, only shoot if they shoot. They wan’ fight, we fight. Kill they fighters. Get pay. You ken?”

“Paint the sky!” roared the rest of the company. Antonious grinned inside his CASPer and switched frequencies. “Lion Six, this is Jackal Six, over.”

“Jackal Six, this is Lion Six,” Mulbah’s voice came over the radio. “Probably don’t need to remind you, but I’m going to anyway. Only fire if they fire, Captain. I don’t want to kill Humans if I don’t have to.”

“Roger that, bass,” Antonious acknowledged. His grin remained wide upon his face. “We’re ready to go. See you on the ground, bass.”

“Copy, Jackal Six,” Mulbah replied. “Paint the sky, over.”

“Roger, Lion Six. Paint the sky. Jackal Six, out.”

Antonious took a deep, calming breath as the weight on his chest steadily grew stronger with each passing moment. The dropship rocked slightly as it entered the atmosphere. The captain kept his eyes on the Tri-V inside the cockpit of his Mk 7 CASPer, marking their descent the entire way. A small countdown timer emerged on the lower half of his screen. The G-forces grew stronger as the dropship accelerated and began to pull out of the steep dive.

He could faintly make out a man howling from somewhere near the front of the company. Antonious couldn’t blame him, not really. They were pulling almost five Gs for longer than they ever had before. Even the battle-hardened captain was beginning to feel the effects of the combat drop as the edges of his vision began to blacken. Pushing down with his gut, he struggled to force his blood to circulate so he would not pass out.

“You train for dis!” First Sergeant’s Oti voice cut through the darkness. “Don’t be craw-craw. Do your job. Get pay! Ken?”

The force on his chest began to lessen as the dropship leveled out. Wobbling slightly, the craft stabilized and continued to slow as they approached the target drop zone. Antonious looked at the bright light to his left where the rear ramp was. It was still red, but he knew it wouldn’t be much longer. It was time for them to bail.

“Drop positions!” he ordered the men of 2nd Company. “Shuttle control, this is Jackal Six. Release magnetic clamps.”

“Releasing magnetic clamps, Jackal Six,” came the immediate reply. “Good hunting.”

I hope not, Antonious thought. “Copy, shuttle control. Jackal Six, out.”

Freed from the magnetic clamps used to secure the CASPers during a combat drop, Antonious slowly moved to the ramp. The rest of the company followed their captain’s example and carefully made their way to the rear. The vibrations of the shuttle increased violently as the ramp hatch slowly opened, exposing the bright blue Mediterranean Sea below. In the distance, he could make out the familiar boot shape which was Italy, as well as the island of Sicily just off the “toe.”

The light suddenly changed from red to green and Captain Antonious Karnga, 2nd Company, Kakata Korps, made his first combat drop onto Earth.

* * *
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Möller Interstellar Consortium Vessel Jörgummund, Near Earth Orbit, Sol System

Colonel Mulbah Luo watched on his Tri-V display as the second of his three companies dropped to Earth. 3rd Company had dropped earlier, on schedule. 2nd Company had been slower than the rest boarding their dropship. This bothered him greatly. It had become something of a trend ever since the botched kidnapping of the Zuparti crime lord at Troubadour Station. They were constantly running behind on just about everything since Mulbah had broken down the organization into a traditional military model, and it had more to do with Mulbah’s choice of commander for the company than anything else.
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