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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.”

* * *

[image: ]


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.”

* * *
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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.

* * *
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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.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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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.”

* * *
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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.

* * *
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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.

* * *
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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.”
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