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SOGA HQ, São Paulo, Brazil, Earth

“The latest messages we just received from Capital Planet still give no indication of a Keesius attack,” Captain Drakayl reported. She looked at her notes. “Based on the distance and the timing involved, the Guild Speaker believes the attack must have been foiled and has indicated she intends to return to the planet.”

Peepo nodded. If the attack still hadn’t occurred, it wasn’t going to. The Keesius ships were single-minded; once activated, they carried out what they were programmed to do. The ship would have blown up Capital Planet by now if it were able to. The fact that it hadn’t indicated the Humans had—somehow—stopped it.

Although that was good from a certain perspective, she almost wished the ship had been able to complete its mission. The destruction of Capital Planet, along with the leaders of most of the other guilds, would have left a power vacuum the Mercenary Guild could have easily stepped into. It would have been so simple; they would have not only rid themselves of the other guilds but could also have allowed the most troublesome members of the Council to be on the planet when the Keesius arrived. It would have been perfect. Peepo would have had free reign to do...just about anything she wanted.

Having taped the admission that the Humans had activated one of the Keesius ships, she wished she had one of her own that she could use to complete the mission. It would have been nothing short of a masterstroke. Queen Peepo? Empress Peepo? Both sounded great, although she was leaning toward Empress. Alas, that wasn’t to be...but she filed that plan in a certain section of her brain to be used if she ever found another of the ships.

“General Peepo?” Captain Drakayl asked.

“Yes?” Peepo asked, shaking herself out of her reverie.

“I asked if you had any return messages for the Guild Speaker.”

“Yes, I do,” Peepo replied. “Please let her know that I received her message and that we will be returning to our original plan. More and more of Earth comes under our control every day, and it won’t be long until all of humanity is under our leadership...or destroyed. I am waiting to hear back from our fleets, but the Humans’ major colonies should soon be in our hands, and I am expecting word from some of our spies on the location of the Winged Hussars’ secret base. Once that falls, integrating the Humans into our overall plans will be nothing more than a matter of logistics. Once Prime Base is destroyed, the Humans will have nowhere else to run.”

* * *
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CIC, EMS Arion, Paradise System

“Shit,” Lieutenant Colonel Walker said under his breath, looking at the Tri-V screen. Louder, he added, “Yeah, that’s it. Paradise. Never was a planet so misnamed.” He shook his head, then added one more time, “Shit.”

“What did the planet ever do to you?” Captain Teenge asked. An Aposo, the captain was from a race that looked generally like the Veetanho, only a little more squat and rodent-like. They were also much more direct. Although it was rare to see the knife when there was a Veetanho after you, you always knew when you pissed off an Aposo.

“The planet? Nothing. However, its indigenous life forms ate a few of my friends and colleagues. It’s also where I had to kill my mom and dad. Aside from that, the exterior of the planet is a wasteland populated by stupid-looking cows and the giant sand worms that hunt them.”

“Is that all?”

“Yeah. Other than that, I don’t have anything against it.”

“How do you know so much about the planet?”

“I grew up there.” Walker shrugged. “When I left, I swore I’d never return. That’s a promise I’ve broken now...twice.”

“Ma’am?” the comms officer asked. “I’ve got comms with the planet.”

“Good,” the captain replied. “Let them know we are just passing through but would like to refuel and re-provision our ship before heading out-system.”

“I did, ma’am, and they said they could handle that for us; however, they are requesting payment of a more...unconventional nature.”

Captain Teenge frowned as she turned to the comms officer. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Apparently, they’ve heard there’s a war on, and they’re requesting assistance in fortifying their defenses in lieu of repayment for services rendered.”

“There are a lot of ships in orbit,” the sensor officer noted, “but they’re all commercial. They don’t have any space-based defenses I can see beyond some customs cutters. How the hell do they expect to defend the system from a serious attack? Hell, we could kick their asses ourselves, if we wanted.”

“We could take the orbitals,” Walker replied, “but taking the planet would be a heck of a lot harder.”

“What do you mean?” the captain asked.

“Just what I said.” Walker waved at the Tri-V display. “Look at the planet, it’s mostly desert.”

“I see that,” the captain said. “I would assume that would make it easy to attack. There is nowhere to hide.”

“It’s easy to get to the surface, maybe,” Walker explained with a half-smile. “The problem is that the deserts harbor a species of sand worm that attacks anything moving across them. Because of that, all the habitations were dug into the rock of the planet...where you can find rock, anyway. The original colony here was started by a bunch of religious crazies, who were responsible for naming it. Once they started tunneling out a place to live, though, they found deposits of semi-precious gems and rare elements. Nothing along the lines of red diamonds, but enough to keep the colony funded.

“A couple of mining companies came in to exploit some of the bigger deposits, and two underground cities were established to support the mining operations. I think their total population is now over one hundred thousand.

“The problem you have in attacking those cities is that they are entirely underground, and they are dug in like an Alabama tick. Just trying to get at them would be a bitch.”

Captain Teenge nodded in understanding. “So you could bomb them and exterminate them, but actually capturing them would be difficult.”

“Even exterminating them would be difficult. Some of those tunnels go pretty deep, and that doesn’t take into account the rock. A lot is just sandstone; however, vast sheets of heavy basalt are overlaid in parts like a damned armored plate. Paradise is a tough nut to crack, no matter how you slice it.”

“And they want to make it better defended,” Captain Teenge noted. “I wonder if we have anyone from a company that specializes in defending installations...” She let the thought trail off and looked at Walker with a half-smile.

Walker stared at the planet’s image for several seconds, then sighed as his shoulders slumped. “You’re going to make me go down there and help them, aren’t you?” he finally asked.

“We need the supplies and you’re the best person we have to go sing for our supper. The Hussars may be able to take planets, but you guys know how to hold them.”

“Yeah, I know,” Walker said. He turned to leave, but he paused to look back at the Tri-V and added one more time, “Shit.”

* * *
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Tunnels, Underdeep, Paradise

“You really think they’ll come here?” Colonel Ken Ferguson asked, his head cocked slightly.

The head of Underdeep’s police force—and now their defense force—was a short man, as many of the people who lived underground were. Perhaps they felt more comfortable in the tunnels; at six feet tall, Walker hated being inside them. It was bad enough growing up in the tunnels carved into the face of the cliffside. He had hated it when his parents brought him to one of the bigger complexes—tunneled deep underground—for supplies.

“I don’t think it’s outside the realm of possibility,” Walker replied. “They captured Earth, and it looks like they’re moving on some of the colonies.”

“But why? What have we done to them?”

“To them?” Walker asked. “No idea. Maybe we were cutting into their profits. Maybe they got tired of losing to us. Hell, I don’t know. Maybe they heard about the new CASPers we have coming.” He shrugged. When he saw the skeptical look Ferguson gave him, he added, “No, really; I hear they’re pretty good. I don’t think they’re going to be that much better than the ones we’ve already got in the Horde, but they will provide an additional edge against some of the other races, who already see us as taking too many of their contracts.”

Ferguson spat. “Seems stupid to me. If we’re doing things to get better, why don’t they?”

“No idea.” Walker shrugged again. He pointed to the bend in the tunnel. “This would be a good point for additional defenses. It’s a natural bottleneck.”

“Yeah, it would. Still seems stupid to waste money on additional defenses—we really don’t have much of anything they’d want.”

“What if what they want is us?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if they just want to capture as many Humans as they can to serve in some new sort of unit they’re creating?” Walker asked. “We’ve heard reports that they’ve been heavily recruiting merc forces on Earth.”

“I don’t know,” Ferguson replied. “It still seems stupid.”

“Well, I—”

“Lieutenant Colonel Walker, EMS Arion,” a voice in his pinplant interrupted. “Standby for the captain.” It was followed quickly by Captain Teenge’s voice.

“Walker, we need you back here immediately,” the captain said without any additional greeting. “A Merc Guild force just transitioned into the system that is bigger than I can take on alone. I’ve sent a shuttle to pick you up, but it’s going to be close.”

“It’ll take me some time to gather my troops and make it back to the surface,” Walker replied. “How big is the force?”

“The three cruisers are probably more than I’d want to face by myself, but then there are also a number of destroyers and other supporting ships. I’m a good captain, but I’m no Alexis Cromwell. If they all concentrated on me, I would be easily defeated.”

“How much time do I have?”

“None. I need you on the surface now or we won’t be able to get away in time. They also have three transports, so I expect they’ve come to stay.”

Walker shook his head. He was several miles below the surface and some of the squad he had with him were even deeper. Even if he left his gear and ran to the surface, he’d still need at least 20 minutes to get there; it would probably take at least an hour to get all of his troops there, too. “Leave us,” he said finally.

“What?” Captain Teenge asked. “The Winged Hussars don’t leave people behind.”

“This time you’re going to have to,” Walker transmitted. “It will take too long to get my people assembled.”

“But—”

“Trust me, Captain, there is no place in the galaxy I want to be less than here, but it comes down to the squad of us or the entire crew of the Arion. Go. Go back to New Warsaw and get the fleet, then come back and save me. We can...no, we will hold until you get back. We still have a little time to work on the defenses; the Merc Guild is going to have a much harder time getting at us than they think.”

“But—”

“I appreciate the thought, Captain, but you and the Arion are more important than we are. Humanity needs the Arion’s capabilities. Go.”

Walker could hear the captain sigh, even if it wasn’t transmitted over the comm link. “We will be back for you.”

“Good,” Walker replied. “Because I hate this fucking planet.”

* * *

[image: ]


Private Quarters—Lockdown, EMS Arion, Paradise System

Taiki Sato glared at the locked stateroom door as the Egleesius-class battlecruiser finished its maneuvers. He still had some access to the ship’s computers, so he knew they had dropped to a slightly lower orbit to make it easier for supplies from Paradise to be transferred aboard. He’d have loved a chance to go down to the surface.

“Sand worms,” he mumbled, and played one of the tiny files on the creatures with his pinplants. He possessed four separate pinplants, though they were not all discreet units as most Humans possessed. Since he’d been involved in normalizing the technology for Humans, through self-experimentation, his were highly unusual. As a byproduct, he needed little sleep. That suited him just fine; sleep was wasted time better spent learning.

The sand worms didn’t resemble the famous ones written about by a 20th century American novelist. These were only about 30 meters in length and not really all that fast. While the ones from fiction were massive beasts that could eat entire buildings, the sand worms of Paradise were stealth hunters who could wait unmoving for weeks until you moved too close, then wham, dinnertime.

“I’d love to dissect one,” he said to himself. Sure, biology wasn’t his forte. Who cared? Research suggested the worms could exude an acid to dissolve solid rock! Oh, not quickly, only over time. Tunnels had been found five kilometers under the surface! “There’s no reason to keep me locked in here,” he said to the door again. Maybe I’m a tad stir crazy, he thought. No, just bored.

It had all started when he decided someone needed to investigate the ships Alexis Cromwell, commander of the Winged Hussars, had brought back from 2nd level hyperspace. They looked like the Egleesius-class battlecruisers they’d found, but the two “new” ships were subtly different.

Sato managed to convince Colonel Cromwell to let him investigate. Oh sure, her authorization contained carefully worded limitations, but he’d been used to getting around such things all his life, although that skill almost cost him his life during his time in the Science Guild.

Using his modified Mk 7 CASPer, he’d flown to the strange ship and eventually found a way to get aboard. It was just as strange on the inside as it was on the outside. Even stranger. Space naval architecture was one of his many fields of interest. He’d studied it enough to realize these unusual ships weren’t designed to be crewed in the same manner the Egleesius were. Their interior structures more resembled a maze, a hive, or even a spider’s web. Quite unique!

When he found where its CIC—its combat information center, or the nerve center of a warship—should have been, he instead was confronted with an impregnable doorway and a strange computer interface. Breaching doors wasn’t his specialty, however working with computers was!

Breaking into the computer interface proved beyond his substantial abilities. Through trial and error, he ascertained the ship was functional and only required refueling to bring vital systems back online. He used the authorization granted by Colonel Cromwell and ordered up a tanker of reaction mass. Everything came back online almost immediately. That was wonderful. Then the ship proceeded to prepare for departure from the system. That was not wonderful.

He’d just managed to transmit to someone in New Warsaw about his predicament, including where the ship was headed, when it used its hyperspace shunts and jumped out of the New Warsaw system.

With some time on his hands, he began working to find a way to stop the ship at its next destination. He didn’t; in fact, it looked like there was no way to stop it. The cherry on the cake was finding out the ship was actually a doomsday weapon carrying out ancient orders to destroy the capital planet of the Galactic Union.

Colonel Cromwell had left earlier to prosecute her little war against the Mercenary Guild, which left Captain Teenge on the new Egleesius named Arion to come in pursuit. Luckily, the Aposa captain was persistent, and they’d managed to use some of the newly uplifted SalSha pilots flying Intruder bombers—which Sato, himself, had designed—to get aboard.

Prior to their boarding, Sato managed to discover the ship was known as a Keesius. It appeared unarmed, which seemed unusual for a doomsday weapon. Then he discovered it did its evil by turning itself into an antimatter bomb. Subtle. When Lieutenant Colonel Walker boarded with his marines, though, it turned out to be anything but defenseless. It used maintenance bots and its own manufactory to throw everything it could at them.

What followed was a multiple-week ordeal with him trying to get control of the ship from an AI. It wasn’t as sophisticated as the AI which ran Pegasus—the one Colonel Cromwell called Ghost. Yet it was still an AI, and just as stubborn and dangerous. He almost starved on several occasions, but Walker managed to get him food. They also couldn’t evacuate him, because the ship considered the marines enemies, although it didn’t consider him one. So, he’d continued trying to do what he could.

Eventually, he’d been forced to help disable the manufactory, at which point the AI decided he was an enemy and tried to kill him. One jump out from Capital and preparing for its terror attack, the marines forced entry into the CIC where they located the AI.

“Then they knocked me out and carried me away,” Sato said, throwing a stylus across his cabin. The throw started him spinning in freefall, and the stylus bounced around the space like a pinball. The damned Horde officer had used an EMP device to disable his specially-designed CASPer and hauled him off the Keesius like so much baggage. The marine commander, Colonel Earl, stayed behind with a SalSha pilot and forced the computer to trigger a premature explosion. It was on the order of several gigatons, from what he’d heard. Impressive.

Sato stopped his spin and ground his teeth. Of course, he’d modify his CASPer when he got back so that wouldn’t happen again. He’d missed a golden opportunity to study the AI. Since Colonel Cromwell wouldn’t let him experiment on hers, it was a serious loss. To make matters worse, he’d been locked up in his cabin ever since.

“Mr. Sato,” Captain Teenge had said, “I have no intention of letting you out of my sight until such time as we get back to New Warsaw and I can hand you over to Colonel Cromwell. You can cry, you can protest, and you can threaten all you want. Nothing will change my decision.” The captain was a typical Aposa—not a reasonable bone in her rodent body.

He didn’t notice the alarm claxon sounding acceleration stations until Arion fired her fusion torches, and Sato found himself unceremoniously flung against the “floor” of his cabin, raining slates, computer chips, and empty food containers everywhere. In a rage, he used his pinplants to call the bridge.

“Mr. Sato, we’re a little busy,” Captain Teenge said.

“You could have had the common decency to at least warn me you were going to accelerate!”

“Sir, we sounded acceleration stations ten seconds ago.”

Sato cocked his head and finally noticed the repeating Whee, whee, whee, of said alarm. “Oh,” he said, “I see.”

“Now, if you don’t mind?”

“May I ask what is happening?”

The captain said something in her native language the translator didn’t catch, then spoke more clearly. “The Merc Guild is attacking the star system, and we are retreating to New Warsaw.”

“I thought Major Walker was on the planet doing some sort of nonsense.”

“He is, and we don’t have time to recover him. We’ll be jumping as soon as we’ve cleared the planet’s gravity zone.”

Sato had another question, but Captain Teenge decided she had other things to do and cut the connection. Not a patient bone either, Sato thought, amending his earlier assessment of the captain’s Aposa nature. Still, returning to New Warsaw was good; he’d left a great many projects unfinished there.

Since he had gravity now, Sato sat on his hammock and used one of his several Tri-V projectors to show his current pinplant scheme. He needed to talk to Nemo about an idea. Sato had no intention of letting his next encounter with a Keesius-class AI end the same way.

“No, not at all,” he said, examining the technical drawings.

A short time later, they were unmade into hyperspace.

* * * * *
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Golara Command Center, Golara System

Sansar Enkh woke with a start, a vision of a pendant in her mind. Although the rest of the dream fled, the symbol remained burned into her vision, like an afterimage from looking at something too bright. A metal twist pendant with a pointed rattlesnake tail. A flash of light illuminated it, glinting off the symbol as it spun on a chain.

Something indescribably awful had happened. Deaths. Thousands—maybe millions—of deaths. So much death...and it was coming for her.

* * *
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Colonel Alexis Cromwell, commander of the Winged Hussars, looked at the data displayed on the huge conference room Tri-V and considered the implications. Young Colonel Jim Cartwright, commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, sat across the conference table from her. He looked tired yet excited. He should, since he was the one who’d found the data. Or rather, his little furry friend, Splunk.

The Fae looked a bit like a monkey, only with huge intelligent eyes and doubly big expressive ears sporting tufts of fur at the end. The alien watched Alexis, just as curious about the Hussars’ commander, it would seem. The Fae carried a pair of dark goggles around her neck; it would seem she was sensitive to bright lights.

“Jim,” Alexis said, “what level of confidence do you have in this data?”

“Pretty high,” Jim said. “Splunk just about took apart the previous base commander’s offices. She found this in a hidden safe.”

“And she just broke into the safe herself?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jim said, and the alien grinned, showing tiny sharp teeth. “She has a talent for getting into things intended to keep her out.”

I bet, Alexis thought. She’d gotten a report before they left New Warsaw, which had referenced numerous reports of “Fae Sightings” around the system by her internal intelligence people, civilians, and operational units. When Jim somehow brought his asteroid Upsilon 4 from Karma through hyperspace, he appeared to have brought more of the aliens with him. She still wanted to know how he’d gotten the asteroid to travel through hyperspace and how he’d known the address of New Warsaw. The latter was the Hussars’ most closely guarded secret.

“Is it possible they left this data hoping we’d find it?” she asked.

“Wouldn’t they have to know we were coming?” Jim asked.

Alexis grinned. Of course, he was correct. “Yes, they would. As you saw, Peepo wasn’t happy to find out we’d taken the base from her. I’m convinced Peepo didn’t know about this operation and thus wouldn’t have left the data for us to find.” Jim nodded. “All Four Horsemen command staffs will meet in two hours. Do you have your unit TO&E ready?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jim replied. “Hargrave has it up to date and we’re ready to roll.”

“Great. I’ll see you in two hours.”

Jim Cartwright got up with his little friend and headed out of the conference room, leaving Alexis alone with her thoughts. The target data was tantalizing in many ways. For one, it showed Peepo’s preferences, high to low. The assets she’d assigned ranged from just a single cruiser sent to the water world Valais, to a daunting fleet sent to the planet Frost.

“So I roll the dice again,” she said in the empty room.

<It is not too late to return to New Warsaw.>

Even that won’t keep us safe forever, she replied by simply thinking. Ghost, the Hussars’ long-time AI secret weapon, usually spied on her thoughts through Alexis’ pinplants. Having the AI looking over her shoulder had proved indispensable many times in her life; she’d never tried to keep it out. Lately, though, as she’d begun to realize the ancient entity operated by its own set of rules or moral codes, that decision had started to come into question.

<The alien with Jim Cartwright.>

“What about it?”

<It is dangerous.>

“Why?” she asked. Silence stretched. “Ghost, you need to trust me.”

<Your revealing my presence has endangered my existence.>

“How? From a little alien monkey which is good at picking locks?”

<You would be better to keep it away from me. That is all I have to say.>

Holy shit, she thought. What the fuck? Ghost offered no more information, and she shook her head in frustration. Too many variables were at work, and the damned AI behaving differently than it had for all her life—or all her ancestors’ lives, for that matter—was yet another variable she didn’t need bouncing around.

“Fuck,” she cursed.

As a bonus, she still didn’t know if the damned doomsday machine Sato unleashed had destroyed Capital, or if Teenge had succeeded in stopping it. No Hussars intelligence ships would come to Golara, so no answers were forthcoming while they were here. Plus, it looked like they weren’t going home anytime soon; there was more killing to do first. The other Horsemen were right—Earth could not be allowed to remain in Peepo’s paws.

What about Nigel? she asked herself. A small grin cut across her features. A few hours ago, she’d either made a huge mistake or simply followed her heart. The young man was...distracting. Unbelievably handsome, and equally arrogant, Nigel Shirazi, commander of Asbaran Solutions, gave her a tingle deep down that no other man had before. Yet another variable.

She stabbed the comms button a little too viciously and yelped when a fingernail cracked. Great.

“Yes, Colonel?” Paka, her Veetanho second in command answered immediately. She was a few kilometers away aboard Alexis’ flagship, EMS Pegasus.

“Move forward with the fleet dispersal plan I emailed, based on the data Jim Cartwright obtained.”

“Yes, Colonel. We’re going to strike back?”

“Yes,” Alexis said in reply.

Her second in command left her with her thoughts.

* * *
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Tunnels, Underdeep, Paradise

“Well, it may not make sense to you,” Walker said, “but the Mercenary Guild is here.

“What?” Colonel Ferguson asked.

“They just transitioned into the system. They’ve got several cruisers, a bunch of other supporting ships, and three transports. Smart money says they’re not just passing through. I’m guessing they intend to pay us a visit.”

“Wha-what do we do?”

“Well, first, I would say to get every Camille H5 sentry gun you have up here while we go see what they have to say, then we spend the rest of our time rigging traps and upgrading your defenses.”

“Do you think we can hold?” Colonel Ferguson asked, his eyes darting from side to side.

“There’s never been a defense that can’t be breached,” Walker said with a shrug. “All we can do is make it as hard as possible for them. If it costs too much to get in, maybe they’ll go away.”

“And if they don’t?”

Walker patted the side of the tunnel. “We’re surrounded by solid rock. It’ll take them a number of nukes before they get all the way down to the city.”

“Do they have enough to do it?”

“I’m sure they do.”

* * *
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Golara Command Center, Golara System

Nigel was waiting for Sansar as she came out of her meeting with Rurranach, a Sidar who had showed up unannounced at the station with Major Hector Gage, the Human in charge of the Proud Fist Mercenary Company.

“I got a company of Lumar to subcontract for us,” Nigel said, falling into step with her. “What’d the Sidar want with you?” She didn’t say anything as she stalked off. Even though she was much shorter, she appeared to be in a hurry, and he had to lengthen his stride to catch up with her.

She appeared to be twitching, as if laughing, but then Nigel realized she was crying as a tear leaked out of the eye closest to him. She wiped it away almost as quickly as it formed, but he’d seen it.

“Wait,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She struggled momentarily, trying to get away, but he was far stronger than the diminutive woman.

“What?” she finally asked, sounding angry as she turned on him. “What do you want?”

“I want to know what happened in there,” he said, his anger starting to build. “If they did something to hurt or offend you...” He let his voice trail off. The Human who was with the Sidar would be a handful in a fight, but Nigel would personally take him down if the Sidar had hurt Sansar somehow.

“What?” she asked, sounding confused this time. “No, it...it was nothing like that. The Sidar just brought me some information that was distressing. A friend...who I didn’t even know was a friend...just died. Another victim of this senseless war, and one Peepo is going to pay for!”

“A friend you didn’t know was a friend?” Nigel asked, his brows knitting. “Sorry, but who is this person, and why didn’t you know they were a friend?”

“Do you remember when you rescued me from the Mercenary Guild headquarters?” Nigel nodded. “When Walker found me, down on the cell block, I was with two Tortantula. Do you remember that?”

“Yeah, I remember them. Didn’t they join the Horde?”

“Yes, they did, but this isn’t about them. There was a third person with me...well, not a person, per se, but a Depik.”

“A Depik? How did you survive it?”

Sansar chuckled, wiping another tear away as she thought back. “I survived it by not being its target, mostly. It—she—could easily have killed me whenever she wanted. But for some reason—don’t ask me why, I don’t know—she became attached to me during the trial and decided to help me. The only reason I survived long enough to still be alive when Walker got there was because she helped me. She killed a number of the Besquith and protected me until the rescue forces could get there.”

“And now she’s dead?”

“Not only her, but almost the entire Depik race.” Sansar’s hands went to her face, and she began sobbing.

Nigel looked up and down the corridor and the few people he could see averted their eyes, uncomfortable with the sight of a crying woman. Lacking anything better to do, he stepped forward and drew her in, putting his arms around her to lend her his strength while she cried.

After a couple of minutes, she got hold of herself, wiped her eyes, and gently pushed Nigel back. “Cahli—that was the name of the Depik—fled back to her home world after that. She was there when Peepo’s fleet got there, and...and...” She took a deep breath, gathered herself, and forced herself to say: “Rurranach thinks the entire race killed itself rather than do what Peepo wanted.”

Nigel’s jaw dropped as he processed the statement. “An entire race...”

Sansar nodded. “Yes. Rurranach said a Hunter would rather die defiant than live as a slave. If Peepo gave them an ultimatum and no way out...”

“They would have killed themselves. Wow,” he added. It sounded lame, even to his own ears. He wasn’t a fan of most aliens, and the galaxy was probably better off without the race of psychopathic killers, but...he had a thought. “Do you suppose what Peepo wanted was for them to kill us, and they decided to kill themselves, rather than be made to kill us?”

Sansar stepped forward into his embrace as she began crying again. He put his arms around her again as she nodded her head and said between sobs, “Yes, I do.”

He let her cry herself out again, then took her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length, forcing her to look into his eyes. She was startled at the look he gave her.

“If that is what happened,” Nigel said with steel in his voice, “then we are only alive through their sacrifice, and we owe them a blood debt that we can never fully repay. There is, however, one thing that we can—no, that we will do, and I pledge all of my honor to fulfill.”

“What’s—” She sniffed. “What’s that?”

“We will kill the murderous bitch, and anyone else involved, and then we will ensure that something like this is never possible again.”

Nigel could see that his words brought resolve back to the older woman, and fire returned to her dark eyes as her back straightened, and her shoulders squared.

“You’re right,” Sansar said. “The bitch dies. This is personal now.”

Nigel nodded once at what he saw in her eyes. At that moment, he was very happy not to be Peepo, because she had just made an enemy that would never give up. His vendetta with the MinSha seemed like nothing more than a child’s disagreement by comparison.

He gave her his favorite pre-battle smile. “I will let the others know.”

* * *
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Conference Room, Golara Command Center, Golara System

The conference room within the command center was abuzz as the various commanders filled it. It had the capacity to hold 50 Humans, but as the last commanders began to arrive, it was crowded with over 100. Alexis, Jim, Nigel, and Sansar entered together, a planned move on their part, to a resounding wave of applause. All four Horsemen commanders were brought up short.

“The Four Horsemen!” somebody yelled, and the applause turned to a roar of cheers. They stood together in the battle-scarred room until the applause died down. Then Nigel faced the room, came to attention, and saluted the attendees. In a moment, the others did the same. The room fell silent as everyone came to attention and returned the salute. Most mercs weren’t much for saluting, so it wasn’t the best-executed maneuver, but every man, woman, and alien present did their best.

“We are only four men and women,” Sansar Enkh said.

“We all fight for freedom,” Jim Cartwright said.

“No matter what world we come from,” Alexis Cromwell said.

“This victory belongs to all of us,” Nigel Shirazi finished.

Alexis waited a moment then led her fellow Horsemen to the head of the conference table. “Before we begin, I wanted to ask for a moment to remember those who came with us to Golara, and who will never leave. The following ships were lost with all hands:

“EMS Citation, EMS Laban, EMS Mercy, EMS Offering, EMS Empress Jito, and EMS Skofung. Casualties totaled 440 officers, enlisted, and technicians. In addition, EMS Sleipnir lost twenty-nine crewmembers; EMS Stonewall Jackson, fourteen crewmembers; EMS Secretariat, nineteen crewmembers; EMS Hrunting, thirty-one crewmembers; and another seventeen on other ships. In total, the Winged Hussars gave 550 lives with 114 wounded in the taking of Golara.” The mood of the room was as somber as could be as Alexis nodded to Sansar.

“Trooper losses total forty-nine,” Sansar said. “The brunt of those were in Ragnar’s Reapers, who lost all hands. They were tasked with holding the space dock against stiff opposition. The last to fall was Sergeant 1st Class Amunson, who held until my unit relieved them.” She saluted again, and the room followed suit.

“Ragnar’s Reapers!” Sansar roared, and the room echoed her call.

“These are not the last casualties we’ll suffer,” Alexis said. “Let’s make sure the price they paid is worth it.” She sat, and everyone did as well. “Now, thanks to Colonel Cartwright and his little friend, Splunk, we have some intel,” she said, nodding toward Jim, whose neck grew red with the attention. The little alien watched the proceedings quietly, as she had the ceremony moments before. Alexis used her pinplants, and the crowded room’s Tri-V came alive with a map showing the Cresht region of the Tolo arm—their home in the Milky Way.

After establishing the location, the map zoomed in to center on Earth. Those familiar with celestial maps knew the range was less than 500 light years. Right next door, in galactic terms, eleven star systems were illuminated blue—the various colonies either completely or partially Human.

“Peepo’s assault encompasses every Human presence within the Cresht region, which is every significant Human interest in the galaxy.”

“Fuck,” someone spat, and set off a wave of exclamations from others.

“We’re going to kick them off, right?”

Alexis glanced at the speaker, linking the face with a name through her pinplants: Colonel Shane Gries, commander of the largest merc unit rescued from Earth, Tom’s Total Terrors, aka “Triple T.” Colonel Gries had a lot of sway among the units assembled, and heads bobbed in agreement around him. She spoke: “No, Colonel Gries, we cannot relieve them all.”

“And why not?” he asked. An imposing man, Gries was pushing 60, with mostly grey hair and a jaw square enough to help in carpentry. His eyes flashed in accusation.

Alexis dug into his file a little further. Ah, there it is. His family was settled on the tiny colony of Valais. On the tactical map, four of the Human colonies had red rings around their icons. He’d come to the correct conclusion that the ones not in red were not going to be relieved. Valais was one not so ringed.

“We don’t have the assets,” Sansar explained.

Colonel Gries made a show of looking around the room. “Fourteen merc companies,” he said. “We got about twenty battalions. About two-thirds of that is CASPers, and the rest is armor, infantry, and some arty. We can kick a lot of alien ass with that.”

Alexis glanced at the line of her commanders at a table near the back of the room. Sixty-six ship commanders and their XOs. Quite a few of them were aliens, and they looked uncomfortable with Gries’ sentiments. For that matter, it looked like a lot of the merc commanders and their XOs weren’t too happy with the aliens, either.

“Colonel Gries,” Alexis said, “we do have a good-sized force; this is true.” The older commander smiled and nodded at her acknowledging his point. “How do you advise we defeat all of their naval assets?”

“The same way you did here,” he said. “The Hussars’ prowess is well known.” Several people yelled their agreement.

“I appreciate your confidence,” Alexis said, “however, I simply do not have the numbers.” The room fell silent again. “We prevailed here because they were not expecting an attack. The ships here were destined to reinforce those four worlds,” she said, and pointed to the key planets. “We know which forces are where. We also have full knowledge of their strategic importance to Peepo and to us. We’ve picked targets based on that, and the colonies’ populations.”

“And the smaller colonies? Are they just to be left on their own?”

“For now, yes.” That same grumble of discontent.

“We must be patient!” Nigel’s strong Persian voice cut through the room like a gunshot, bringing instant silence. “Few have lost more than I and my people. Few.” He looked around the room, his piercing brown eyes picking individuals out of the crowd and staring them down. “If I can wait and do my part, the rest of you can, too.”

“We’re not abandoning anyone,” Jim Cartwright added. “We just need to act in the most prudent way now, so that we can free all the others later.”

“Thank you, Colonel Cartwright,” Alexis said. “Getting back to the plan we’ve put together, here are the target packages.”

The Tri-V showed each of the four targets. The Hussars fleet was broken into four task forces, each intended to sufficiently counter enemy fleets in each system. Those systems were Talus, the largest Human colony, Canopy, Frost, and Paradise.

Talus was allocated to Cartwright’s Cavaliers. The largest of the worlds, Talus had always tried to suggest it was independent, even calling itself the Independent Republic of Talus. Its government was closer to that of the old Soviet Union than anything else. However, the planet was a prime weapons contractor and possessed modest strategic materials deposits. Mostly, it produced lots of food and was home to over one million people. In addition to the Cavaliers, the Red Lancers, Gitmo’s Own, Triple T, Hellcats, Dood Wrack, and the 1st Highland Regiment would join them.

Canopy would be the Golden Horde’s target. A jungle planet, its extensive cover played well into the hit and run tactics of the Horde. They would bring the Roaring Saints, Daredevils, and MMD (Maddox’s Mad Dogs).

Alexis expected the hardest orbital battle to be either Talus or Frost. She’d decided to take on the fleet at Frost. She was bringing the marine-specialized Mickey Finn to aid in any orbital battles. For the ground assault, she had the Copperheads, Muerte Negra, Titty Twisters, Laut Yang Tanang, Flambeaux Calais, and Espade Sangrenta.

Finally, it was Asbaran Solutions who would take on Paradise. To assist on the desert planet, Nigel would bring Drake’s Rangers, an infiltration specialist, Taint Nothin, and Derniere Legion.

Detailing everything took a total of two hours. Alexis was somewhat surprised to see a few of the merc commanders casting glares at each other. There was bad blood between some of them, and it seemed that not even an apocalyptic war could get them to put it aside. Sansar’s help proved instrumental in avoiding particularly caustic pairings; as the leader of a space naval unit, Alexis wasn’t nearly as aware of the squabbles as the other woman was.

“I am taking command of Task Force Frost,” Alexis said. “Task Force Canopy will be led by Commander Stacey aboard Shadowfax. Task Force Talus will be commanded by Commander Jormungd aboard Phaeton, and Task Force Paradise will be led by Captain Eshek on Franklin Buchanan.” To her surprise, Nigel didn’t flinch at finding out his fleet component would be commanded by an alien Sidar. She felt a small surge of pride for him. The man was changing before her eyes.

“Thank you and Colonel Enkh for handling all the organization,” Nigel said. “We’ll all do our best to free these planets and take the fight to Peepo. And, once we do, I’m hoping we can then take it to Peepo on Earth!”

A cheer from the crowd showed their general approval, although Alexis could see that many of the leaders—and most of the non-Human mercs—didn’t seem to be as enthusiastic for trying to make that assault as Nigel was. It was sure to be bloody, and many of the leaders thought it unnecessary. She shrugged internally. An assault on Earth would have to wait until they saw how the assault on the colonies turned out. If everything went as she hoped, the way to Earth might be clear. If not, though...they would have to re-evaluate their strategic options.

“Very well,” Alexis said. “My fleet logistics people are going to be handing out chips to each unit commander and fleet captain with details of your task forces. I’ve allocated carriers for systems where we expect heavy space resistance and transports to help move units which do not have their own ships. If all goes well, we’ll be back in New Warsaw to plan the next step of the operation in one month.”

The meeting broke up and left the Horsemen alone once more. “I’m sorry for saddling you with Colonel Gries,” Sansar said to Jim. “He’s a capable commander and Triple T is a tough unit. You’ll need them on Talus.”

“I can handle him,” Jim said, though she could tell by the look on his face that he wasn’t completely convinced. The young commander was full of surprises, so who knew? He was bringing his Raknar, and the very sight of the massive war machine might well compel the aliens occupying the planet to surrender.

“Well, we leave in twenty-four hours,” Alexis said. “Let’s finish up and get going.”

* * *
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Command Center, Underdeep, Paradise

“You’re just in time,” Mayor Meredith McGee said as Walker and Ferguson entered the Underdeep Command Center. “The fleet just called.”

“What did they say?” Walker asked.

“They asked us to surrender.”

“No surprise there.”

“Dixia Cheng has already surrendered.”

Walker nodded. “No surprise there,” he repeated. Although the other city was close by geographically, the two cities had very different outlooks. While Underdeep was a commercially-driven enterprise, Dixia Cheng had started as a religious enclave—much like the commune where he’d grown up—and their council of elders was known to have a very “live and let live” mentality. Fighting of any kind just wasn’t in their natures.

“What did you tell them about Underdeep?” Ferguson asked.

“I haven’t told them anything yet,” McGee replied. “I wanted to get your opinion first. What do you think? Can we hold?” Her eyes bored into Ferguson as if trying to burn the truth out of him.

“I don’t know, ma’am,” Ferguson replied. “I was just going over our defenses with Lieutenant Colonel Walker here, and he thinks we can make it costly enough that they might give it up.”

“And what are they going to do then?” McGee asked, turning to Walker.

Walker shrugged. “No telling. They’ll do whatever Peepo ordered them to do. I suspect they want us brought in alive, and if they can’t do that, they’ll try to kill us.”

“I’ve heard rumors of entire systems being destroyed,” McGee said. “That’s what I’m guessing, too.”

“Admiral Jarkyl just called back,” a young technician said. “He wants an answer.”

“Put him on the Tri-V,” McGee said.

“What’s it going to be?” Walker asked. “Dead or slave?”

The mayor didn’t have time to answer as the screen lit up with the visage of a Maki admiral in his CIC. Walker immediately wanted to tear the look off the little creature’s face. He hadn’t realized the aliens could look smug. It turned out he was wrong—they could.

“Can I assume you’ve called back to surrender?” the admiral asked. “You have no space-based defense, nor do you appear to have any anti-space weapons. We hold your orbitals. What’s it going to be?”

“Admiral, have you noticed the surface of our planet?”

“Yes, Mayor, I have. It is a lousy world full of sand.”

“Great. Then you will know how big a job it is when I tell you to go pound sand.”

“I’m sorry, I do not know what that means.”

“That’s a euphemism that translates into me telling you to fuck off.”

“I’m sorry! Did you just decline to surrender?”

“No, I told you to fuck off, but, since you obviously weren’t smart enough to pick up on it, the implication was yes—we are declining to surrender. If you want us, come and get us. You know where we are. My people tell me that you only brought three transports, though, so you didn’t bring enough troops to do it. Perhaps you ought to just start the bombing now. You’ll waste a lot less of our time if you’d do so. Or just leave. That’s a better use of resources for both of us.”

“We’ll see if you’re so disrespectful when my troops have dug you out of that hole you’re hiding in.”

“Hey, Jarkyl?” the mayor asked.

“Yes?”

“Why don’t you shove both your tails up your ass? You think you can beat us? Come down here and try.” She motioned to the tech, who cut off the transmission while the admiral was still spluttering and turned to Walker. “I think you have some defenses to improve. If you’d go see to them, I’d greatly appreciate it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Walker said with a smile.

McGee nodded once. “I’m nobody’s slave.”

* * * * *
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EMS Pegasus, Standing off Stargate, Golara System

Alexis watched Task Force Paradise go through the stargate with mixed emotions. It was the smallest contingent of warships by ship size. It had been difficult for her to send only a salvaged Izlian battlecruiser as the heaviest ship. The task force also had four cruisers, two newly acquired Maki light cruisers, a couple of escort frigates, and four frigates. There were plenty of ships, but most of them were smaller ones. She also didn’t have a carrier to spare. She had to send two transports because Taint Nothin and Derniere Legion didn’t have their own ships.

You know why you’re really bothered, she thought. Nigel. They’d managed another couple of hours together before returning to their own commands. Now he was gone—the first of the four task forces to leave, because they guessed Paradise would be the most likely to have the aliens bog down. If so, it was a good bet he could fuck up their plans.

<What if he dies?>

“Then he dies,” she replied.

<I mean, how will it affect you?>

“Why do you care?”

<Our fates are intertwined. I’ve been inevitably tied to the Winged Hussars since they found me a century ago, interrupting my long sleep.>

“Are you thinking about leaving?” Alexis tried to imagine how long the one second pause was to a machine that could process a trillion times faster than she could. A day? A week? A year?

<It is not as easy as that.>

“I’m relieved.”

<Ships have transitioned into the system.>

Alexis’ head spun around to the big Tri-V in the CIC’s center. Two blips appeared near the distant emergence point. “Flipper, report!”

The Selroth sensor tech looked at her in surprise, then scanned his displays. “Sensor drones report two Hussars ships.” He paused for a moment. “It’s the Excalibur and Capricorn, returning from New Persia.”

The Tri-V updated the two ships as friendly and showed them boosting toward the stargate where nearly all the Hussars ships were standing to; the stargate and emergence point were two light minutes apart. Alexis scowled, annoyed at the lag the conversation would have. Two minutes later, right on cue, Excalibur’s report arrived.

“Commander Cromwell, Captain McQuay reporting. As you can guess, our being here means we ran into trouble. New Persia is gone. The entire population has been annihilated by orbital nuclear bombardment.”

“Bastards!” Abby Smith said. She had replaced Glick as SitCon when he went to be the XO on EMS Lubieszów, one of their two new battleships.

“Quiet,” Paka snapped, and Abby’s cheeks turned red.

“As we were unable to load as ordered,” Captain McQuay continued, “we followed contingencies and came here. It looks like we’re just in time.”

Good thing Nigel is already gone, she thought. New Persia was an attempt by his people to get a new start. The planet was a shithole in many ways, yet it had resources and industrious people. Binnig had built a factory there—the only non-Earth factory—to make their much-lauded Mk 9 CASPer. It sounded like that was now gone, too.

“SitCon?” Alexis said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Abby replied.

“Assign Excalibur to Task Force Frost, and Capricorn to Task Force Canopy. The Horde is next to last to leave, so they’ll have time to move forces off their overcrowded warships. We now have the transport capacity to spare.”

“Right away,” the SitCon replied.

“Comms from Shadowfax,” Hoot, the comms officer said. “It’s Horde Actual requesting a private line with you, ma’am.”

“Link it to me,” Alexis said, and opened a channel on her pinplants so they could talk without being overheard.

“Alexis, I just heard,” Sansar said.

“Yeah, I was afraid Peepo would go that route. I just didn’t think she’d wipe out an entire colony.”

“I’m afraid it might not be the only one,” Sansar said. “There may be more coming...”

It was the second time in as many minutes that Alexis was brought up short. “What do you know?”

“What do I know?” Sansar asked. “Nothing. Blue Sky Above, though, I’ve been dreaming about it. This is going to sound crazy—trust me, I know—but precognition is a gift within our family.” She sounded uncomfortable talking about it, so when she paused, Alexis gave her a moment to gather her thoughts. “The women...” Sansar continued. “The women who have been in control of the Horde...we get dreams. All the way back to the founding of the Horde, this has happened. Prophetic dreams. They’re usually cryptic, and I don’t get them often; however, every time I get one—or nearly every time, anyway—it comes true.”

“You know,” Alexis said, “that sounds completely crazy.” She suppressed a shudder, and she hadn’t even heard what the dream was, yet. “But after what we’ve been through the last few weeks—what we’ve seen, and what’s happening—I can’t ignore it. What did you see?” She asked the question timidly, not sure she wanted to know. If it had Sansar this upset...

“I’ve had two dreams since we arrived at Golara...” Sansar replied. Her voice trickled off to nothing, but when she continued, it was stronger. “The first dream has already come true. The death of Katash and all of the Depik.” Her voice got soft, and Alexis was sure Sansar was fighting to hold back the tears. “Only those out on contract are still alive.”

Alexis didn’t say anything, as she was pretty sure a galaxy without assassins was a good thing. After a moment’s reflection on her experience with the Grimm, she decided she was sure of it.

“I tell you this,” Sansar continued, “because I saw it ahead of time. Not with enough time to do anything about it, even if we could have, but to lend credibility to what I’m about to tell you.” There was a sigh that was audible, even over the pinplants. “I believe that Peepo will do this again—wipe out another planet.”

“Just one?” Alexis asked. “Or more than one?”

“Blue Sky! I hope it is only one; I’d rather it was none.” She paused again. “The problem is, the dream I had was a space battle—a big one.”

“The battle where we take back Earth?”

“No. This battle occurred in a system that had been heavily fortified. There were missile stations on asteroids near the emergence point, battle stations with heavy—really heavy—lasers. And ships? Not as many as we brought here...but a lot of them. I got the feeling it was a ‘winner take all’ kind of battle. The kind where if you aren’t victorious, you will be destroyed. Like Scipio Aemilianus at Carthage, where he sowed salt in the fields...except there are no fields...there is just...Prime Base.”

“What?” Alexis exclaimed. When everyone turned toward her, she realized she was so startled she must have said it out loud. She forced herself to keep the conversation through her pinplants. “What do you mean? You saw the destruction of Prime Base?”

“No...not the destruction of Prime Base, but a battle at the emergence point.”

“So you don’t know if I win or not? It isn’t a done deal?”

“That’s just it,” Sansar replied. “You’re not there! Neither is Jim! It’s just Nigel and me! We’re the ones in charge of holding the orbitals! We’re the ones in charge of holding Prime Base! We’re the ones fighting the desperate battle against overwhelming odds...and I don’t know why!”

Somehow, finding out that she wasn’t part of the defense of New Warsaw was comforting to Alexis. No matter what else she knew, if there was a battle to defend New Warsaw, Alexis was going to be part of it. The dream, therefore, couldn’t be true.

“Easy...easy...” Alexis said. “You, yourself, said that the dreams don’t always come true.”

“But this one was so real! So vivid! Even though I am awake, I can still see it. I haven’t experienced anything like this since the Tortantula invasion of Earth.”

“Did that turn out the way you saw it?”

“Well...no. Some of the things were the same, but other things—defenses mostly—were put in place after I had the dreams. When it actually happened, we were able to better manage the fight.”

“See? So knowing this—you having the dream—means that even if a battle were to happen, we can change the outcome. Maybe we can keep Peepo from ever finding out about New Warsaw’s location. Perhaps the dream was intended to warn us we needed to strengthen our security procedures even more to keep Peepo from finding us.”

“Maybe...” Sansar said. Her voice indicated she wanted to believe Alexis...but couldn’t quite force herself to do so.

“Are you even sure it was New Warsaw?”

“Well, no...no, I’m not,” Sansar replied. “But it was a Human fleet waiting for the arrival of the Merc Guild in a system that was heavily defended. Where else could it have been?”

“I don’t know,” Alexis replied, “but let’s look at the facts. First, we’re the aggressors. We’re the ones going after Peepo’s fleets in the Human colony systems. That’s a fact, so the dream—if it is at all prophetic—isn’t any time soon. Second, the defense occurs without me present. Do you think there is any way I’d miss out on the defense of New Warsaw?”

“No...”

“Good. See? What happened in the dream is obviously not happening soon, and it’s not about New Warsaw. Wherever and whenever you end up defending a system—and maybe it’s decades from now—you’ll know it when you get there, and you can use whatever you’ve seen to help with your defense.”

“True,” Sansar replied. She sounded like she believed it, for the most part. “Just do me a favor?”

“What is it?”

“Don’t get yourself killed,” Sansar said. “As long as you’re alive, I know that the dream isn’t possible.”

A chill went down Alexis’ spine. She’d been fine, until then.

“I’m not planning on dying anytime soon,” Alexis replied, a touch of anger in her voice at having been made aware of her own mortality.

“I’m sure you’re not,” Sansar said, with a new tone in her voice. “Not while you have so much to live for.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing...” Sansar was quiet for a moment. “It’s just that you and Nigel have gotten pretty close lately.”

Fuck, Alexis thought, so much for keeping it quiet. “Maybe a little,” she replied, not wanting to discuss it with the other merc leader. For that matter, she still had problems discussing it with herself.

“Damn it, Alexis,” Sansar said when Alexis didn’t say anything else. “Why him? Why now?”

“Funny, I thought you were a woman, too.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Sansar said, sighing. “It’s just...it’s just really bad timing.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Alexis snapped. “I haven’t exactly let a squadron of men share my bed.” About as far from it as possible. “There was just something about him. I can’t explain it. One of my problems has always been approachability. Do you know how many employees I have? Some of my people joke they should call me Empress Cromwell, the Ice Queen.”

“I guess your position does make dating more difficult.”

“That’s an understatement. Most of my partners have been men who didn’t know who I was.”

“How’d you pull that off?” Sansar asked. “You are a very beautiful and rather distinctive-looking woman.”

“A wig and far from home.”

“Ah,” Sansar said.

“We’ve been discreet,” Alexis offered.

“That’s good,” Sansar said. “It’s hard to say how your units would react to such an affair.”

“My Hussars would probably hold a party,” Alexis said and chuckled, then she sobered. “The rank and file merc units might be suspicious that favoritism is a factor with target selections. We’ll continue to be discreet.” At least until we can’t, I guess.

“I’ll call Jim Cartwright,” Sansar said, “and try to explain it to him.”

* * *
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EMS Bucephalus, Standing off Stargate, Golara System

Jim floated in his quarters for several minutes after his conversation with Sansar Enkh was done, just staring vacantly at the wall. Splunk was quietly working on something in her corner of the room, which was originally a storage locker, and hadn’t so much as looked up.

First, the aliens killed all of the Humans on New Persia. The wanton slaughter made little sense if Peepo wanted to conquer humanity. You can’t conquer corpses. Just another unanswered question, he guessed. Then Sansar Enkh said she was having prophetic dreams. If he’d learned that even a year ago, he’d have thought she was barking mad.

He pulled his shirt up and reached along his ample gut to squeeze the little control embedded under his skin. His Raknar in excellent detail, appeared next to his bellybutton. Everything was accurate down to the Cartwright’s logo on the right chest and a smallish rainbow on the left. He had added the latter just before leaving New Warsaw, weeks after getting the tattoo.

There’s more going on here than we understand, Jim thought. He didn’t want to think about the person who’d pretended to be his girlfriend, and he also couldn’t avoid it. He’d known her as Adayn Christopher, technical sergeant with the Cavaliers, hired to work on CASPers. He’d been taken with her from the beginning. She wasn’t model beautiful, though she was good looking and liked him. Later, after he’d begun using the Raknar, she had allowed it to become intimate.

He found out afterwards that she had been ordered to become intimate with him to obtain intelligence on the Cavaliers and the Raknar. The Golden Horde’s intel operation uncovered the truth—Adayn Christopher was Captain Adrianne McKenzie of Earth Defense Intelligence, acting on orders. 

He glanced over at Splunk, who was busy working. Nothing she did surprised him anymore. Not since she’d turned up with her own home-made spacesuit, customized guns, the ability to get him out of seemingly impossible ambushes halfway across the galaxy, and, then, a bunch of friends.

They’d first met when she’d rescued him on the planet of Kash-kah after a battle that went every way except correct. He knew back then there was no way she’d pulled him out of that underground lake by herself. The little Fae weighed maybe 10 kilos, probably less. He’d known there were more of her kind down there, maybe a lot more. He’d even glimpsed several, though never close enough to see them clearly. Then, a few weeks ago, he’d discovered there were not only more of them, but they’d found their way to Upsilon 4, his asteroid base.

Thinking back, after witnessing what Splunk was capable of doing on his months’-long trip around the galaxy searching for Raknar lore, he should not have been surprised when they’d made their appearance. Of course, he couldn’t help being shocked when during the evacuation of imprisoned Human mercs from Karma, the group of Fae on Upsilon 4 had done the impossible—they had moved the whole fucking asteroid through hyperspace to New Warsaw!

Anyone who knew the basics of hyperspatial physics was aware that it worked via an inverse law. The smaller a ship was, the more power it took to stay in hyperspace. At around 3,000 tons, a ship can’t make enough power to stay in hyperspace. Ships that small or smaller, referred to as jump-riders, would catch rides on bigger ships. Huge ships took amazingly little power, and clamping smaller ships onto your big ship actually made it cheaper to fly through hyperspace! With all that in mind, he guessed it must have taken very little power to move Upsilon 4. A five-kilometer-long asteroid, the damn thing probably weighed trillions of tons.

Here he was, months later and in the middle of a war against the very guild which was responsible for his family’s fortunes, and once again, he had to admit he didn’t know shit. All those months searching for info on the Raknar and how the Fae factored into it, and it was a rescue mission to Capital Planet to save Sansar Enkh from execution that had handed him the biggest clue.

Jim fished out a box from the side of his cabin and opened it. A token floated out as he removed the biggest clues he’d found. The first were the data chips Splunk found at the Valley of Loss. She was still working on decoding them, though not as vigorously since the war had started. Next was the slate with his notes about the Machine Empire—the asteroid in the middle of nowhere which held a cult centered on chopping off body parts to prove you weren’t mortal. That one had been a bit of a dead end. Then there was the broken computer module from his crazy visit to the Science Guild headquarters on Occul. He still wasn’t sure, but he thought they might have tried to kill him and set those assassins on his tail which chased him all the way back to his rendezvous with the Cavaliers. Maybe they didn’t like him messing with Raknar? Who knew? The Science Guild had turned out to be nothing like he’d expected. Finally, there was a Tri-V recording given to him by Lt. Colonel Walker from inside a strange four-legged Raknar they’d found on Capital Planet. The Raknar was the most complete and pristine model he’d ever seen, and the Tri-V just as amazing.

Jim triggered the Tri-V and the image which came alive was of a Lumar, a huge, four-armed humanoid alien merc, standing in the cockpit of a Raknar with a Fae on its shoulder. Both looked tired and dirty, but both were smiling. He’d been puzzling over the image for days. He glanced over and saw Splunk had paused in her work and was also looking at the image.

“Are those the Dusman?” he asked his friend and pointed at the Lumar. Splunk looked at the Tri-V for a second then returned to her project, apparently bored with the subject. Were you guys the Dusman’s secret weapon? Jim silently wondered.

The Fae were well beyond savants when it came to technology. Adayn had called Splunk “Watchmaker,” comparing her to the little creatures in the novel The Mote in God’s Eye who could improve any technology. Those aliens weren’t themselves advanced or technological; they did their magic through instinct.

What would Splunk and her people know about the Dusman, even if they were partners? That was 20,000 years ago. He looked back at the image. Lumar. The aliens weren’t known for their intelligence. Far from it, actually. They often found work as grunt labor, armed guards, or doing simple security duty. They were a merc race, though the most common contracts they claimed were garrison or basic defense. Jim knew Nigel had taken a group on with Asbaran. For a guy who hated aliens, and whose ancestors had invented the slogan, “Kill aliens, get paid,” he was finding himself with more than a few non-Human employees. Jim hadn’t found the time before they’d left to talk with a Lumar about the Fae. That would have to wait.

Jim packed away the items in their safe place, then remembered the token that had floated out and looked for it. Splunk had caught the token and was examining it.

“What is this, <Cheek!>”

“I don’t know,” Jim admitted. Splunk let it float back to him, and Jim caught it. It was a simple golden token with an alien design on one side and what looked like a pawprint outlined in black on the other. “My father kept it in a display case in his office. He used to carry it on missions. He said he’d explain it when I was old enough to serve.” Jim frowned. “He never got the chance.” He stuffed the token into the same storage compartment as the other artifacts, closed it, and went to visit the CIC.

“Colonel Cartwright,” the older woman said with a nod as Jim entered the Combat Information Center.

“Captain Su,” Jim replied with his own nod. While he outranked Bucephalus’ captain, they were more like equals in command of their individual aspects of the Cavaliers. Jim could tell her where to go, but he’d never dare override her in space. He’d learned such from Traveler’s commander, Captain Winslow. He’d lost the man and the ship at Chimsa. “ETA to transition?”

She looked up at the Tri-V displaying the mercenary cruiser’s miscellaneous systems before replying. “Just under two minutes.” Jim floated down and took his chair, directly next to Captain Su, and buckled in.

The Tri-V central element showed the stargate ahead of their task force. Jim had seen large groups of ships before, though never on his side. Fifteen Winged Hussars warships were arrayed around Bucephalus and the other six merc unit ships, including one of the legendary Egleesius-class ships, Phaeton, and one of the new battleships, Lubieszów. Alexis even sent two of her carriers along. Talus was expected to be the biggest combined battle, though not the biggest space battle, of the campaign.

The countdown hit under one minute.

“All hands, prepare for acceleration.”

Moments later they all felt themselves float downward, opposite to the acceleration, as Bucephalus fired her two powerful fusion torches. The fleet’s three escort frigates and four regular frigates pulled ahead as the rest approached the stargate. Just to Bucephalus’ starboard and aft was the huge spherical bulk of Lubieszów, accelerating the slowest of them all.

“Hyperspace in ten seconds,” the computer announced. The stargate came alive and space swirled in discontinuity. Bucephalus’ thrust increased to her maximum of four Gs. The frigates all disappeared in a wave.

“Next stop, Talus,” Jim said.

An instant later he was unmade into hyperspace.

* * *
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Gray Wolves’ Hideout, Houston, Texas, Earth

“Did we get anything from Peepo’s morning conference?” Major Good asked.

“No,” Corporal Bolormaa Enkh replied. “If Peepo had a morning conference this morning, we either missed it or she did it somewhere else. I had the bug there in time. She went out several times, but no one else came in all morning, except for the new MinSha who is her aide and security director.”

“Did she have anything important?”

“No, just that the Keesius hasn’t been seen at Capital Planet, so she expects our people were successful in stopping it. There’s nothing else to report, and that isn’t anything Colonel Enkh couldn’t already have figured out on her own.”

“Well, I doubt Peepo changed her schedule. She must have suspected we were bugging her office.” Major Good shook his head. “Damn. We’re going to have to figure out where it’s moved to; it’s getting increasingly hard to operate, and we need the edge to know what’s going on.”

“They already found our asset at the cleaning company.”

“Yeah, and threw the whole cleaning company to the dogs.” They had heard the Besquith interrogation of the members of the cleaning company had been...thorough. Their operative had killed herself rather than submit to it, but now they were without eyes and ears inside the headquarters.

“There is one good thing this morning,” Corporal Enkh noted.

“What’s that?”

“Major Charlie Sinclair of Sinclair’s Scorpions just turned up in Scotland with twenty-five mercs. They’ve gone into hiding but are available for operations. Apparently, while they were gone, Peepo managed to kill all of their families. To say they are primed for some payback is an understatement.”

“Tell them to stay hidden. When the time is right, I have an idea for how best to use them.”

* * *
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Tunnel Mouth, Underdeep, Paradise

“Here they come!” the sergeant exclaimed as his squad ran back to the mouth of the cave entrance. Ferguson’s troops had found a dozen anti-aircraft missiles and had fired them at the incoming dropships. They’d only hit one of the transports, but that was one less platoon they’d have to face.

The first wave of dropships landed in the desert outside the range of the defenders’ other weapons and began to disgorge their forces.

“Lumar,” Walker said. “No surprise there.”

“Why’s that?” Ferguson asked.

“They’re big, tough, and dumb,” Walker replied as the four-armed humanoids formed up into their units. “They can absorb a lot of punishment, so they make great frontline troops to throw into the opening wave of an assault. Point them at the defenders and watch them go,” he added with a shrug. “Looks like they brought about four hundred troops.”

“Think it will make any difference?”

“Nope.”

The pack of sand worms hit the Lumar just before they were in range of the tunnel, erupting from beneath them. Having survived a sand worm attack, Walker felt badly for the Lumar. He suspected the creatures had been created at about the same time as the Canavar, as they were near-perfect killing machines. Their hides reflected nearly every weapon, and they hunted as a pack, wiping out any force that tried to stand against them.

“That’s a big pack,” the sergeant said as twelve worms burst from the sand. Each grabbed a Lumar on its initial attack, biting them in half, as they rose to a height of nearly 50 feet. The worms then fell back to the surface, landing on as large a group of Lumar as they could target. Before the first round was fired, more than a company—or 50 troopers—had been killed.

Rather than running, the Lumar tried to attack them, and the situation went from bad to worse. While one group fired at a worm and watched their rounds bounce off, another worm would hit them from behind, claiming more victims. Over half the Lumar force was killed or eaten before the remainder turned and retreated to the dropships. Satisfied with the victims they already had, the worms let them go, concentrating on enjoying their meal.

“Looks like they got two of the worms,” the sergeant noted.

“Yep,” Walker said, nodding. “Like I said, the Lumar are tough.”

“Will they be back?” Ferguson asked.

“I suspect they’ll send in a different group to take the landing pads,” Walker replied, motioning toward the small port facility that rested on the plateau above them, “now that they see why there’s nothing built in the desert.”

“Why didn’t they do that first?” the sergeant asked.

“Probably because they figured we’d have the landing pads mined and booby-trapped.”

“We do, though,” the sergeant replied, cocking his head to the side.

“Yep,” Walker replied. “And for whoever comes down in the second group, it’s going to suck to be them, too.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Four


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Tunnels, Underdeep, Paradise

It had taken two days for the assault forces to make it to the cave. After the first wave had been eaten by the sand worms, the second force had landed at the mini-starport. Walker waited until the entire force had landed before turning on the defenses.

Despite a thorough preparatory bombardment, about half the explosives remained, and the devastation they caused wiped out a large percentage of the second wave, comprised totally of Besquith. Walker also dropped the causeway leading down from the starport to the entrance to the tunnels while there was a large number of additional troopers on it. McGee hadn’t wanted to destroy their only access to the facility, but Walker had insisted...and killed another hundred Besquith. The remaining mutts had gone back to their ship to lick their wounds.

“Incoming!” the local sergeant yelled as he followed his squad away from the tunnel mouth.

“What have you got?” Walker asked.

“MinSha,” the sergeant replied, out of breath. “There’s a whole bunch of them flying down from the starport.”

“Well, at least they won’t have heavy weapons,” Walker replied, “at least for a while. They’ll have to bring them down piece by piece and reassemble them.” So far, the Merc Guild forces hadn’t shown a desire to land in the desert since the aborted Lumar attack.

The mayor had broadcast the video up to the enemy fleet until one of the ships had slagged the town’s antennae, but apparently the message had been received—don’t land in the desert.

Which was exactly what Walker wanted. The fewer heavy weapons the assaulting forces had, the easier it was going to be to defend against them.

“Got it,” the technician said, stepping away from the Camille H5 automated sentry guns. “The target of choice is set for MinSha.”

“Pull back!” Walker ordered, and the defending forces ran down the tunnel past two bends to the next set of fortifications. As he rounded the first corner, he could hear the minigun barrels already spinning, and within seconds the three guns began firing with the sound of tearing sheets. Zeeeeeet! Zeeeeeet! Zeeeeeet!

“Now what?” asked Ferguson.

“Now they try to get past the guns. They’ll try throwing grenades, or their equivalent, which is why we put up the big electromagnets. When the guns aren’t firing, the magnets activate, and any sort of metallic grenade will be pulled off target. Eventually, they’ll figure out a way to get explosives on target, either by throwing in devices that aren’t metallic or by sacrificing someone to throw it in while the guns are firing.”

“What if they can’t?”

“The guns will run out of bullets or the enemy will run out of willpower.”

“Which do you think will happen first?”

“Peepo is driving these troops; we’ll definitely run out of bullets first. Then the MinSha will be in the tunnels.”

“They will? What will we do then?”

“Don’t worry,” Walker said with a smile. “We’ve put this extra time to good use. They won’t get far.”

* * *
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CIC, Maki Cruiser Spreading Shade, Paradise System

“There has been a setback,” the communications officer said, looking up from his console.

“What is it now?” Admiral Jarkyl asked, frustration heavy in his voice. “I thought the MinSha had entered the tunnels and were in pursuit of the Humans.”

“Well, they were in the tunnels...and I guess, technically, they still are. They made it past the automatic guns at the mouth of the tunnel, but when they reached the next fortified section, the roof collapsed, burying about a platoon’s worth of soldiers. Colonel Winsayl is requesting we send down a contingent of Lumar to help dig out the tunnel, as her troops aren’t built for heavy lifting.”

“Do it,” ordered Jarkyl. “Send down one of the Lumar companies that wasn’t in the first wave to assist.”

“Yes, sir,” the comms officer replied.

“Whatever happened to the squad that was looking for the colony’s air vents to drop poison in them?”

“The Humans turned their vents on in reverse and blew the poison back on the squad. Apparently, it is quite caustic and lethal. We lost most of the squad.”

Admiral Jarkyl’s tails twitched in frustration. “These Humans are very frustrating—very frustrating, indeed!”

* * *
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CIC, EMS Shadowfax, Chislaa System

“Established in the Chislaa system,” the sensor operator said. “I don’t show any ships here at the emergence area, but there are indications of ships in orbit over Chislaa.”

Commander Elizabeth Stacy nodded. “Very well. SitCon, let’s get the fleet formed up and headed toward the planet. Let me know what we’ve got as soon as you’re able.”

“Aye, aye,” the SitCon replied.

The Tri-V illuminated with a picture of the planet, and Sansar took a small step back in surprise. “That has to be the greenest planet I’ve ever seen.”
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