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Medical, EMS Pegasus, Earth Orbit

The ceremony on Pegasus’s gravity deck went on for over two hours. Alexis was forced to admit, in hindsight, it was probably two hours too long. Broadcast to the entire world, the ceremony eulogized the Human mercs lost in what they’d come to call the Omega War. She’d been about to talk about the innocent civilian losses when she began to lose focus.

The gravity decks were only set at one-quarter, yet she still almost fell. Nigel appeared at her side as if he’d teleported, taking her elbow and gently lowering her to a chair.

“Colonel Cromwell is tired,” he’d explained. “She’s not completely recovered from her injuries. Let me make a couple of comments in her place.”

To her surprise, he used the notes she had on the lectern and flawlessly made them his own. His words addressing the loss of civilian life were poignant and touching. As soon as it was over, a medical team was waiting for her.

“Come on,” she said. “This isn’t necessary.”

“Shut up,” Nigel snapped.

Alexis was so surprised she actually did what he said.

A large part of Pegasus’s crew had been killed in battle, so she didn’t recognize the physician, but his uniform identified him as Dr. Tanner. The medical bay was nearly empty; the ship’s wounded had been evacuated to advanced medical facilities on Earth after the truce. A dozen medical techs were waiting for her when she entered.

“Entropy!” she cried. “I just got dizzy!”

“With all due respect, Colonel,” Dr. Tanner said, “let me make that determination.”

She clamped her jaw shut and ground her teeth. They examined her as Nigel hovered. Tanner asked a number of questions, most of which he likely already knew the answers to. She was used to it as an evaluation tool. Finally, he was done.

“Your injuries are healing as expected,” Tanner explained. “You’re pushing a bit too hard, but no worse than most people in your position.”

“So why did I almost faint?”

“How did your mother’s pregnancy proceed?” he asked. “Those files aren’t available to me.”

“She carried us to term,” Alexis said. “We were born almost exactly on our due date.”

“We?” Nigel said. “I didn’t know you had any siblings.”

“One,” Alexis said. “My sister. She died...” Alexis paused. It wasn’t time to explain that to Nigel. “She died some time ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Nigel said. “Were you close?”

“Most twins are,” Alexis said.

“Twins?” he asked, shaking his head. “Wow.”

Alexis looked at the doctor who gave an imperceptible wink and a nod. Son of a bitch. “Nigel is the father,” she said, “tell him.”

“Tell me what?” Nigel demanded, not following.

“Colonel Cromwell is pregnant with twins.” The doctor looked around at a strange sound. “Quick! Someone pick Colonel Shirazi off the floor!”

Alexis couldn’t figure out if he was overwhelmed by shock or pride. Whatever it was, the doctor eventually gave him a light tranquilizer and sent him to his quarters so he could talk to her.

“I’m not an obstetrician,” Tanner admitted.

“What can you tell me?”

“The genetic scan indicated they’re fraternal twins. You were identical, correct?” She nodded. “Twins run in your family?”

“Mother said her grandmother had twins, but her mother only had the one.”

“Fraternal twins are genetic, and they can skip generations,” Tanner acknowledged. “We still don’t know what causes identical twins, though. Do you want to know their sexes?”

She considered for a full second before nodding. Sure, not knowing had a certain magic to it. However, Alexis Cromwell wasn’t one to like magical moments, because you weren’t always on the giving side of the magic.

“You’ve got a full house. One boy, one girl. Both have the same marker as you for white hair, since you never had the chromosome fixed. However, it might not express in the male. Basically, it all looks good.” She smiled and nodded. “So, by the numbers. Your pregnancy is going to be a little more complicated, but mostly in the last trimester. Those problems, however, will be mitigated by the lower gravity. As long as you don’t go for a ride with a SalSha, there’s no additional risk. Nutrition is more important, so I’m prescribing supplements and exercise.”

Alexis considered how her pregnancy would affect her career. If she went back to New Warsaw now, she’d probably never be able to leave. She foresaw complicated months ahead. The Mercenary Guild was likely to implode from what had happened. Based on some research on the GalNet, the Peacemakers had just done something unprecedented, too—they’d interposed themselves into the internal politics of another guild.

“Thanks, Doc,” she said. “I need to get back to my quarters now.”

“As long as you don’t try to stand around for hours at a time, fine.” He handed her a computer chip. “Here’s a schedule of workouts for you; it will help you evaluate when you’ll be able to handle longer times standing and under what conditions.”

She took it, got dressed, and returned to her quarters. Once there, she prepared some communications and orders, then sent them to the frigate Tyrfing which would be jumping to New Warsaw in a few hours. It included some revised orders and detached Dr. Ramirez to return with other materials to Earth. He could serve as her personal physician while pregnant. He was a fully trained obstetrician, along with a half-dozen other specialties.

With that issue dealt with, she began thinking about how she’d handle Nigel. It would be an interesting meeting.

* * * * *
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Alexis’ Private Conference Room, EMS Pegasus, Earth Orbit

“I’m not going back to Prime Base,” Alexis Cromwell announced to the assembled Four Horsemen leaders.

“You’re not?” Sansar Enkh asked. The short Mongolian woman raised an eyebrow. “But I thought you wanted to get back home and start putting everything back together again.”

Alexis nodded. “I do, and that is what I thought I wanted to do a week ago when the Peacemakers ended our war with the Merc Guild, but now I realize that going home is shortsighted; there is too much to do galaxy-wide. I have competent administrators who can easily handle the Hussars’ operations and a new second in command to lead our forces. I am needed for other tasks.”

“Well, there certainly is a lot to do here on Earth,” Jim Cartwright, the head of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, noted. “There are tens of thousands of aliens still on the planet, basic services have been disrupted everywhere, and there is no longer a functional world government—or even the less-than-fully-functional one we had before—left to run things. The smaller governments who never signed off on the world government are also beginning to cause problems.”

“You’re right,” Alexis said, “and I’m sure you’ll do well putting things back to rights.”

“What?” Jim sputtered. “Me? Run the government? Sure, I have some ideas, but—”

“We don’t expect you to run the government,” Alexis said quickly. “We just need you to help create a stabilizing situation. If the Republic can’t be salvaged, maybe we need something better? And with Sansar to help you, I’m sure you’ll be fine. I’ve already sent back to Prime Base to have one of our manufactories brought here to help with the rebuilding.”

Sansar smiled. “I figured it would be up to us to put Earth back together again. Having the manufactory will be invaluable.”

“Rebuild the whole government?” Jim asked. “Just us? How are we going to do that? I barely have any troops left.” Jim looked down and shook his head. “We’re all but gone.”

“True,” Sansar said. “However, the Golden Horde has a number of troops left that can be used, and between us, I’m sure we can strong-arm some of the other mercenary companies and get them to go along with us. If we lead, they will follow. After the last few months, it’s something they’ve gotten very used to.”

“I notice that my name wasn’t mentioned,” the fourth member of the group, Nigel Shirazi of Asbaran Solutions, noted. “Are my services no longer required?”

Alexis chuckled. “Isn’t he cute when he gets all riled up?” she asked, looking at Sansar, who smiled back at her. She turned back to Nigel. “Your services are indeed required. You’re coming with me to Capital Planet to talk to the Merc Guild.”

“That isn’t happening,” Nigel said, straightening his shoulders.

“What?” Sansar asked. “You’re not going to Capital Planet?”

“No, I am going to Capital Planet,” Nigel replied. “Someone needs to bring our grievances to the Merc Guild Council and demand reparations; what I’m saying is that she”—his eyes darted to Alexis—“is most definitely not going. Not in her condition.”

Alexis’ eyebrows both rose. “My condition?”

The tone of Alexis’ voice caused Sansar to cringe slightly. Careful, Nigel.

It was obvious Nigel could tell he was walking on thin ice, but he pressed on, looking around the room for support. “Yes, your condition. The doctors have been very specific. Carrying twins is a high-risk pregnancy without any other factors intruding. And now you want to go to Capital Planet like that—away from the doctors here? I won’t allow it.”

“Twins?” Jim said incredulously. “I didn’t know...”

“Neither did I,” Sansar added, looking back and forth between Nigel and Alexis. “I guess double congratulations are due then, to both of you.”

“Thank you,” Alexis replied. “I wasn’t too surprised; they run in my family. However, just because I’m pregnant—even with twins—doesn’t mean that I can just step aside for the time being. The galaxy—and especially the Merc Guild—is hardly going to wait for me to have them.”

“As the father, I forbid it,” Nigel said. He glanced over at the slight intake of breath from Sansar.

“And as the person carrying them, and on whose ship you are currently sitting, I’m curious as to how you’re going to stop me. You have one busted up ship, whereas I have humanity’s only fleet of ships. How is that going to work, exactly?”

Nigel took a deep breath. “Over my—”

“Let’s all take a second,” Sansar interrupted, “before any of us says anything they might regret later.” She stared at Nigel for a few seconds as if challenging him to say anything else, but he sighed and motioned for her to continue. Jim popped a stick of chewing gum into his mouth to observe the fireworks.

“Okay,” Sansar said. “So, here’s the way I see it: Jim and I need to stay here to fix the issues on Earth. Between us, we are familiar with both the eastern and western hemispheres in ways that Nigel and Alexis aren’t. That works out to send you two to Capital Planet.” She looked at Nigel. “You bring experience in ground assault.” Her eyes shifted to Alexis. “And you bring a knowledge of space combat better than any other Human. You are a perfect team to go before the Merc Guild.”

Sansar raised a hand when Nigel started to speak. “Now, before you say she isn’t going again—we are well aware of your position in the matter—let’s take a look at the facts. First, Alexis isn’t due for many months, so I doubt there are any travel restrictions on her yet. Additionally, suitable health care professionals can be brought along, so that isn’t an issue.”

“Dr. Ramirez from Prime Base is coming with the manufactory,” Alexis said. “When he found out I was pregnant, he elected himself my personal physician.” She shrugged. “Face it, if you go, I’m going, too.”

“Fine,” Nigel said. “Then I won’t go.”

“That...isn’t an option, either, I’m afraid,” Sansar replied. “We just got some intel today that I wanted to share with you. All the Merc Guild forces with transport capacity have been called out of system.”

“What?” Jim asked, happy to be involved in the conversation again. “Where are they going?”

“A variety of places, it seems,” Sansar said, tapping on her slate. “The ones that are under contract to the Guild itself have been called back to Capital Planet, and most of the non-aligned units have been called back to their home planets.”

“Do you have any idea why?” Alexis asked.

Sansar shook her head. “Apparently, something happened at the Merc Guild headquarters, but no one’s saying what. They are all just recalling their forces.”

“Do you suppose someone tried to depose Leeto?” Nigel asked. “Wasn’t that who was in charge there?”

“No, she passed away suddenly—no one knows why. There was a replacement for her, a Veetanho named Seezo. Something happened at the last council meeting, but whatever it was, it’s been locked down tighter than anything I’ve ever seen.”

“If there’s movement on the council, we need to have someone there to stick up for our rights,” Jim said.

Nigel nodded. “And that person is me.”

“And me,” Alexis added. “And before you say another word about my condition, I think it’s important to remember two points. First, you know nothing, or almost nothing, about space combat. Let’s face it, you aren’t qualified to discuss any sort of limitations that may come up. Secondly—and perhaps more importantly—you get fired up too easily. I love you—I don’t know why—but you need someone there who can help you stay in control of yourself...especially when dealing with aliens.”

“Hey! I’ve done well with the Lumar I’ve hired!” Nigel exclaimed.

“Yes, you have,” Alexis said. She raised an eyebrow. “How many MinSha have you hired? Any Goka?” She gave him a little smile. “Not only have I hired both of them, I know how they think. You need someone with more experience dealing with aliens, and that person’s me. Face it, Nigel, you’re going to Capital Planet...and I’m going with you.”

“An emergency meeting of the Merc Guild has been called for three weeks from now,” Sansar said. “If you hurry, you ought to just make it.”

* * *
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Sansar left the meeting with a feeling of happiness for her friend, Alexis, and a sense of confusion. Her vision of Alexis with Nigel’s son had been one of the strongest in her life. Yet, Alexis wasn’t pregnant with one child, but two. Her visions either came true or they didn’t. Which one was this? It was an interesting question.

She’d originally been miffed at Alexis when she’d first found out about their fling, except that it had quickly gone from a fling to genuine love, and now they were building a family, it would seem. Despite how happy she was for her friend, Sansar dearly wished it had waited until after all this was over. Of course, who knew when, or if, it would be over? With her mind full of implications, she headed toward her quarters.

* * *
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Alexis sighed and locked her ready room door. She reclined slightly in her chair and sent a message.

“Are you there?”

<Always.>

Alexis suppressed a shudder. It sounded exactly as Ghost had before, only it wasn’t living in her sister’s body anymore. Now it lived in the body of a former Geek Squad specialist named Patrick Leonard.

“You know we’re going to Capital? You refused last time.”

<I refused to intercept the Keesius.>

“And you never explained why you refused.” Silence followed. “So, you’ll take us to Capital Planet?”

<I believe it is a foolish move with many risks to you, and to me.>

“But you’ll go?”

<I will. However, while we’re in the system, I will not respond to you.>

“Damn it, Ghost. Why? Are you afraid of something there?” No response again. “Fine, we’re going.”

<As you wish.>

Alexis opened her eyes, unlocked her ready room, and floated out into the CIC. “Set course for Capital Planet,” she said.

* * *
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MGS Supreme, Emergence Area, Capital Planet, Capital System

The pressure equalized, and the airlock door opened.

“Do you want to go first?” the MinSha merc captain asked.

“No,” Gr’et’Linae replied. “You are being paid to clear the ship; please do so.” The Equiri Peacemaker watched as the platoon moved slowly through the airlock and into the derelict ship. Since the Merc Guild Ship Supreme had emerged from hyperspace, it had neither altered course nor answered any calls. The lack of response had been strange, but the Peacemakers normally wouldn’t have been interested in the occurrence—it was a matter for system security to handle. The fact that it was General Peepo’s personal yacht, however, had thrust it firmly into the Peacemakers’ bailiwick.

The vessel emerged on a course that took it out-system with a half-G acceleration, and it had taken Gr’et’Linae some time to organize a force and catch up with it. During that time, the vessel had neither altered course nor responded to calls, and he had begun to suspect that foul play was involved.

And if foul play was involved, it was preferable for the mercs to lead.

The platoon filed through the airlock, with one squad going forward and the other aft. He listened in on their comms as he followed them through the airlock and turned to follow the squad headed toward the ship’s bridge. If there was any information to be gleaned, it would probably be there.

Although all the lights were on and everything seemed to be functioning normally, there didn’t appear to be anyone onboard—at least, the MinSha hadn’t found anyone.

Gr’et’Linae had just reached the bridge when the squad headed aft reported in. “Peacemaker, Captain Griskayl. I am at the entrance to the ship’s mess. You are going to want to see this.”

He hustled to the back part of the ship to find the MinSha squad standing in the passageway. “Am I missing something?” he asked.

“We didn’t want to disturb what I’m pretty sure is a crime scene,” Griskayl replied. The way she skittered back and forth in the low gravity made her appear nervous. Very nervous.

“Is it a crime scene or not?” Gr’et’Linae asked. “How do you not know?”

“Just look.”

The Peacemaker squeezed past the armed mercs and approached the mess. It was aptly named, as the majority of the space was covered in what appeared to be dried blood. With the amount spread around the room, it had to have been all the blood from a medium-sized creature. His instincts were to shy away from the carnage, but his Peacemaker training won out. Despite the roiling in his guts and the shivers down his back, he forced himself to actually look into the room.

Whatever had been killed appeared to have been chained to a table in the center of the room. At least, that was where the epicenter of the dried fluid—it helped to call it that—was located. Pieces of...something furry...littered the floor and countertops and other surfaces...and he had to turn away.

“I’ve seen a lot of things get killed before,” Griskayl said. “I’ve even seen things get blown up. But I have never seen anything so completely, deliberately destroyed as that. That is—” she took a step back from the room, “—evil.”

Gr’et’Linae had used this platoon on a number of missions to assist handling a variety of cases and he had sometimes wondered if anything scared the MinSha captain, because nothing ever appeared to. Now that he knew what scared her, he found he would have been happier not knowing.

“Do you know what that is?” Griskayl asked after a moment.

“Not what,” Gr’et’Linae replied, “who.” He waved a hand back toward a counter where a head sat. It might have been looking at them...if it had eyes. It didn’t.

“Oh, hells,” Griskayl said after a moment. “That’s General Peepo.”

“Not anymore, it’s not.”

* * *
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Tsan watched the mercs investigate her handiwork and slow-blinked at their expressions as she smoothed her tail fur. Peepo had gotten every bit of what she’d deserved. Well, maybe not every bit, but all that Tsan had been able to give her in the time they’d had together. Wrapped tightly in her quintessence field, she followed the Peacekeeper back aboard his ship. While it would have been nice to have had access to her own ship, she had jettisoned it rather than have someone find it when the Peacemaker came out to inspect Peepo’s yacht. Tsan shrugged. She could ride back in the Peacemaker ship just as easily as she could fly her own ship. Besides, it would give her extra time to think and plan.

She had many leads to follow up on.

* * *
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Cartwright’s Cavaliers Main Base, Houston, Texas, Earth

The Hussars’ shuttle performed a perfect landing on the aged tarmac. Jim noticed grass growing up through some of the cracks and how the painted lines were fading in the Houston sun.

“There you are, Colonel Cartwright,” the pilot called back from the cockpit.

“Thank you, Ensign,” Jim said and got up to retrieve his bag.

“Can I do anything else for you, sir?”

“No, thanks. I appreciate the ride.” The door slid aside, and the landing ramp descended with a whine of hydraulics. Jim stopped in the door and glanced at the pilot. “I don’t suppose you’d consider flying for the Cavaliers?”

The man smiled. He was lean and fit, maybe late twenties or early thirties, with close cut hair and a thin beard. “The Hussars hired me into cadre, sir. I respect the offer, but I must decline. I’ll be a Hussar as long as they’ll have me.”

“You’ll have a great career,” Jim said. “Fly safe.”

“Lead the Charge, Colonel.”

Jim nodded in respect to the man and descended the ramp. Houston’s heat hit him like a humid flyswatter. He’d been away too long. Sweat began to roll down his forehead and back. His home, the former Houston Hobby Airport control tower, was a quarter mile across the boiling runway. He slung the backpack and started walking.

The door to his tower still responded to his personal code, which was some comfort. The AC was running as well. He decided to forego the elevator and took the stairs. He was already sweaty anyway, and the stairs were not air conditioned.

He reached the top and opened the door. The apartment always reminded him of a 1960s spy movie, with its sunken living room, lots of white plastic, and chrome trim. His father had never stayed there, nor had his grandfather. He wondered more than once who’d had it decorated in such a manner. A fan of movie noir? He dropped the duffle and went to the fridge.

How many months have I been gone? he wondered as he opened the fridge. All the perishable food was spoiled, of course, but there was still a half case of the glass-bottled beverages he was most interested in. He found some sausage and cheese which wasn’t spoiled, took one of the bottles, and went to the chair he’d adopted as his favorite. It felt more spacious than he remembered.

There was a bottle opener shaped like the USS Enterprise on the glass end table. He popped the top and took a long drink of the cold, sugary drink. “Have a Coke and a smile,” he said. It tasted full of memories, although it somehow lacked the pleasure it used to provide. He ate mechanically and looked out the window.

Houston was spread out to the north, Houston Starport to the west. Large sections of the starport were a blasted ruin. The fighting had been particularly fierce there in the early days of the Mercenary Guild invasion. Home to the majority of Human mercs, Houston was a prime target. Judging by some of the craters, it looked like Peepo had employed orbital KKWs, or kinetic kill weapons, there. There wasn’t any radiation, so it wasn’t nukes. When he’d checked the Hussars’ orbital scanning intel, he was surprised to see the Cavaliers’ old home base wasn’t a big crater.

Staring at the damaged starport, he moved his eyes north to Houston. It hadn’t avoided the war entirely. He could see three massive skyscrapers which more resembled modern art than modern architecture. One of them sported a pair of tall gangly cranes, and he could see them moving building materials. Probably Asbaran Solutions’ headquarters.

Jim closed his eyes, and the tableau of São Paulo came back like a ghostly specter. Square kilometers, one after another, of scorched devastation. Burned office buildings, obliterated tenements, twisted and melted industrial structures. The smell of ash and melted plastic reaching him where he sat on the edge of his Raknar’s open cockpit. Inside Doom.

He looked down at his hands, remembering the slight tinge of green on them after coming out of the Akee. It took over an hour to sort out who, or what, he was. He had forcefully severed the connection because the Raknar hadn’t seemed to want to let him go.

Jim loved 20th century science fiction. Much of it was one version or another of cautionary tales. Not respecting technology, and the technology turning on man and destroying him. Those sorts of stories were particularly common after the Second World War and centered on nuclear weapons and power. Of course, nuclear power wasn’t dangerous as long as you respected it.

Still, he couldn’t help feeling like he was living a cautionary tale of his own. “Remember kids, don’t mess with Raknar. Somebody could get hurt!” Yeah, a whole lot of somebodies got hurt in Brazil. They called it collateral damage when combat overlapped non-combatants. Regardless of the term, innocents were dead, and he’d killed many of them.

He’d fallen in love with the Raknar when he first saw them years ago. What kid who grew up watching cartoons about giant robots wouldn’t? A memory of his visit to the radiation treatment center he’d helped set up in São Paulo made him clench his jaw muscles. It was both the pain and suffering, and the fact that while in Akee on his Raknar, he hadn’t cared—at all.

It was much, much worse in space. In the heat of battle, something went horribly wrong. His memory was blurry. He and the other Raknar drivers began—how could he describe it?—cannibalizing the dead starships. They took shield generators, weapons, and anything else useful. He’d had to watch the video recorded on the Winged Hussars’ ships to believe the story.

When he’d broken the Akee the extra components were jettisoned, so when the Raknar were recovered, they looked the same as before. None of the other drivers remembered the details either. It all felt like a dream.

Houston was descending into night, so he went up a floor to his bedroom and showered. Out of habit, he weighed himself afterwards. The scale displayed 147.1 kg. He hadn’t weighed that little since junior high school. It was some solace as he climbed into the bed he hadn’t slept in for months.

In the days since the final battle of Earth, he had struggled to find sleep. Missing his longtime companion, Splunk, wasn’t helping. She was with her fellow Dusman aboard a ship somewhere in the Sol System. He didn’t know what she was doing, only that she’d promised to return before long. More of the adjustments he’d been trying to make dealt with her going from being a helpful little Fae to one of the ancient race of Dusman.

Houston was wrapped in darkness, and he lay looking at the ceiling, a strong feeling of foreboding running through him. After all the death and destruction, being back in the bed he’d used during quiet, happy times was disconcerting.

He could remember the feeling of Adayn lying in bed next to him like a missing tooth. Adrianne was her real name. He’d thought she was a spy for the world government. Shit, the Golden Horde’s formidable intelligence assets thought so as well. But she’d been instrumental in springing Jim from the clutches of Peepo by giving him some remarkable nanites which modified his pinplants.

The options, which were formerly hidden under the label, “I open at the end,” still remained in his plants. Boost, Slow, and Recover. Boost had given him increased stamina and strength. Slow altered his perceptions, letting him move faster and fight like he was in a time warp. Recover was like a nanite medical treatment.

Amazingly, the options all returned to availability within a few days of the battle, with Boost first and Recover last. The implications were astounding. The nanites were self-replicating, which was something Jim hadn’t thought possible.

Adrianne also showed up to help Alexis escape from a medical facility where she was being held captive after her near-fatal encounter with a traitorous former friend. Alexis had told Jim that Adrianne mentioned something called Section 51. Regarding the woman who’d once been his lover, nothing added up.

Slowly, his eyes slid closed, and sleep took him. A myriad of images played in his mind like a disjointed movie trailer. A woman’s face, the feel of her body against his. Splunk sitting on his shoulder, cooing happily as she munched on some purloined meat. His Cavaliers greeting his return after he was presumed lost on Kash-kah. Then the images dissolved to reform into a memory of startling intensity.

The ships arrived in a wave, flashing into normal space in strings of a hundred or more. Within seconds, the entire fleet had returned to normal space. The target world responded with orbital particle cannons and ground-based lasers. Hundreds of thousands of missiles launched from surface batteries. The fleet responded, and the battle was joined.

Ships died in fiery flashes. Orbital defense platforms’ shields flared like dying stars then the stations exploded as well. The planet’s orbitals fell, but at a cost.

“Ready your Vanguard, Vok’tor,” the order came.

“I obey,” he replied, and turned to his Vok’ka. “Tell the Vanguard to prepare! We drop soon.” He jumped onto his PhoSha’s shoulder. “Come, let’s get ready.” Together they floated into the kilometer-long bay with its 140 waiting Raknar and 1,400 Konar. He smiled, showing tiny sharp teeth. Soon 19 more Konessius would join his, sending the Vanguard hurtling toward battle.

Jim moaned in his sleep as the visions filled his mind.

* * * * *
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Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet

Tsan snuck in through the loading docks when a delivery was made, easily bypassing the guards and security procedures. Although she hadn’t been able to get access to a GalNet terminal, she could tell things were far from normal at the Merc Guild headquarters building.

She had only been to the building once before, and at that time the security forces had seemed lazy and slack, as if unworried anyone would ever try to get into the building. Now, they seemed jumpy and on edge. The ongoing war with the Humans probably had something to do with that.

Tsan walked through the main atrium, searching for the scent of Veetanho, but it was as if they didn’t exist or didn’t walk through the atrium—she couldn’t catch a whiff of them anywhere. As an experienced Hunter, she tried to keep in tune with her surroundings, but just like the guard positions at the loading ramp, things seemed weird in the headquarters at large. Mercs looked at each other suspiciously, and it was rare to see members from two different races talking. It was also rare to see a single merc walking around; all were at least in pairs, with both members looking like they were on combat patrols—their eyes were in constant motion, searching for danger.

Danger? In the middle of the Merc Guild headquarters?

Not finding a Veetanho to track, she looked at one of the graphics on the information desk and found the Veetanho delegation’s spaces. When she got there, though, they were empty. There wasn’t a single Veetanho to be found, and while the rooms still smelled of Veetanho, it was stale, as if they’d been gone for a while.

Not only were they gone, but they also appeared to have left in a rush. There were valuables left in plain sight. Tsan shook her head. All of the signs pointed to the Veetanho fleeing, but why would they have done that? They were in charge. It made no sense, and she hated when things made no sense. It was like an itch she couldn’t scratch.

She let herself into the private, inner sanctum, with the locks on the door providing little challenge. Her fur bristled as she walked into the next room. As she’d expected, this was where Peepo lived and worked while on Capital Planet. While the musk and the soil smell of Peepo’s scent was tremendously faint, after living with it for a week, Tsan easily recognized it.

Tsan activated the terminal there and pulled an eye and a finger out of the bag she carried. She used them to defeat the biometric security and smiled as access was granted, then she began searching through Peepo’s files. She had learned a number of things from Peepo in the week they’d spent together; it was time to see how many of them were real and verifiable.

* * *
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Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth

Houston wasn’t the sort of place Sansar enjoyed. The heat was familiar, but the humidity made her long to be anywhere else. Uzbekistan was hotter in the summer, but more pleasant. Before she’d fired off their nuclear demolition charges, anyway. While she missed the facility, she hoped Peepo missed the tens of thousands of dead Tortantula and their transports more.

She’d briefly considered simply moving into the Horde’s Houston Startown headquarters in the Merc Guild tower. The problem was that the tower had been looted by locals once the starport perimeter was trashed. The city government was in complete disorder, so security wasn’t possible. Add to that a few thousand alien mercs milling around, and it was a recipe for disaster if she decided to stroll in with a couple of platoons of her people.

Instead, she turned to a local asset, Tatiana Enkh. Tatiana had joined the Horde from one of their outreach programs in Dallas, Texas. At the age of five, the young woman had tried to steal a stack of slates out from under the outreach manager’s nose. Naturally, she’d been found and recruited by Sansar’s mother.

She was now Lieutenant Tatiana Enkh in the Horde’s Domestic Intel Service, which meant she was a spy against Earth’s feckless government. During the war, she’d gathered valuable intel around several operations, sabotaged a couple of convoys of alien mercs, and generally made herself a wonderful nuisance from her command center outside Washington, DC.

When Sansar landed on Earth, she’d immediately plugged into the Horde’s surviving network. It was pretty chewed up, naturally; however, Tatiana was the first to respond, beating even Major James Good, who’d been running operations in Brazil. Other operatives did as well, but none of the others were as well organized. Tatiana had a staff of more than 100 personnel under her command, twice what she’d started with before the war.

“Blue Sky, but I love a go-getter,” Sansar had said as she scanned the message from Tatiana. It was complete with a TO&E—a table of organization and equipment. She didn’t have any CASPers or field-qualified troops, but she did have blooded fighters and other assets at her disposal.

“Lieutenant Enkh,” Sansar had emailed, “I’m transferring your operational area to Houston. Move your personnel here, under whatever cover you can arrange in a reasonable timeframe. Set up a physical command center, not in or too near the starport, with sufficient room for my staff (details enclosed) and begin arranging warehouse facilities for CASPer forces as well as implementing multiple safe houses around the city. You are given full autonomy to complete the tasks. Please advise ASAP on receipt of these orders.”

Sansar had gone back and had lunch in orbit and completed her meeting with the other Horsemen, had seen Alexis and Nigel off, then used her pinplants to see if she’d gotten a response from Tatiana. Not only had she gotten a reply, but Tatiana said she’d already contacted a four-man team in Houston and secured a list of nine suitable bases of operation. The email contained images and floorplans. While she waited for Sansar to reply, she’d also gotten most of her people mobilized and moving under the cover of humanitarian aid.

“Go-getter for sure,” Sansar had said with a smile. She’d told Tatiana she would be landing in six hours, undercover, and on a civilian flight. She included the details of her persona and that of her new XO, Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, who would be coming in addition to a small staff. They’d bring down their CASPers later on a civilian transport.

A total of 11 hours after she’d sent out the first inquiry to her Earthside network, Sansar was climbing out of a robotic cab and walking up to a warehouse. It looked old, dirty, disused, and structurally intact. A perfect choice.

“Genghis Kahn Import/Export” was written on a hastily erected sign in red lettering. Sansar grinned from ear to ear as she walked to the office door. It creaked of rusty metal as it swung inward.

Instantly, her keen eyesight picked up at least three tiny electronic sensors, two by the door and another carefully installed in an old broken LCD monitor where a receptionist once sat. She looked right at it.

“Sansar Enkh, Colonel, Commander of the Golden Horde,” she said, “along with my staff.”

A door which appeared to have been welded closed clicked and slid aside. A beefy man in black camo stepped out and saluted. “Colonel Enkh, I’m Francis DuBois, head of security.” He lifted his helmet face shield to reveal skin so black it was almost purple. He had chiseled features with bright blue eyes, his skin glistened with sweat, and he seemed to take no notice of the heat.

“Francis,” Sansar said, “security is impressive, considering you had only a few hours.”

“We’ll make it better soon, ma’am. May I say it’s an honor to finally meet you?”

“You may, but I’m just a person, like you.”

“Perhaps so, and perhaps not.”

His rich accent was thick and slightly French sounding. “Francis, where are you from?”

“Dulac, Louisiana, ma’am. Cajun through and through. Would you like to see the command center, ma’am?”

“Very much. Is Lieutenant Tatiana Enkh there?”

“Not right now. She be off handling a...problem?”

“Anything serious?” Sansar asked.

“Not so. You see inside.”

Francis took her down a series of hallways. Sansar noticed they’d been recently rearranged subtly to make it impossible for someone to rush through. A series of corners would force an intruder to expose themselves to multiple ambush positions. Tatiana had done an excellent job in only a few hours.

The hallway ended at a reinforced room divided by a heavy steel barrier sporting firing slits. Anyone who successfully fought their way to this point would emerge into a killbox. Sansar nodded again as she noted four people in light body armor, weapons held cross-body with casual familiarity. Despite knowing who’d arrived, they were alert and had their hands on their weapons. Sansar’s XO and assistants took it all in, too, and several grunted in appreciation.

A heavy steel door slid aside to reveal another short corridor with another reinforced steel door. On the other side was the command center.

In the middle of the 10-meter square room was a Tri-V. It wasn’t military quality, though Sansar guessed it to be high-quality civilian. The wall to the left was covered in flat-panel monitors, and the right held a hastily assembled armory with an eyebrow-raising arsenal of weapons ranging from older-style machine guns to alien-made laser rifles and pistols.

“Most impressive, Mr. DuBois. Most impressive.”

The man showed bright white teeth and nodded at the compliment. “We weren’t able to stick to Horde doctrine with only Human-made equipment, and Lieutenant Enkh offers her apology.” He made an expansive gesture. “The aftermath of the Horsemen’s final assault threw everything into disarray...although it also left a lot of equipment for us to scavenge.”

“I can only imagine,” Sansar said.

A dozen men and women entered carrying slates. Francis gestured to them. “These people are here to get you set up with a work space. If you’ll follow them?”

Sansar gestured to Bambi and the others. “They’ll go; I’d like to see what Tatiana is involved in?” She pointed to the Tri-V, which was split into three separate displays and was obviously being relayed from helmet cams.

Francis looked at Sansar in a little surprise, then appeared chagrined. “I should have known you’d notice.” He motioned to the display. “Two hours ago, one of our teams working to establish a safehouse in Missouri City, a suburb to the southwest, was attacked. Two of our people are dead, two more injured. It’s local gang members—the area is designated by the police as a no-go zone. Tatiana took a rapid response team to deal with the situation.”

“Her and just two other fighters?” Sansar asked.

“Correct, ma’am. They landed a flier a block away and are about to make contact. Would you like to take operational command?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Sansar said. “I’ll just observe. Can you link to my pinplants?”

“Of course,” Francis said. He pulled a chip from the Tri-V and handed it to her. “Since it’s a civilian-modified network, we had to create a hard-network encryption.”

“Wise precaution,” Sansar said accepting the chip. She slipped it into her personal slate, integrated the network into her personal framework, and a split-second later the images were available within her own battlespace.

Over the next few minutes, Sansar watched in a virtual environment as Tatiana and two operators circled behind a dozen gang members who had the Horde personnel pinned down in an old, dilapidated apartment building. The woman expertly led her people with hand signals to deploy behind the gang bangers, verified the thugs didn’t have anyone on watch, and then attacked.

The Horde used silenced machine-pistols and fired from less than ten meters. Six of the punks were down before they knew they were under attack. Four more died as they turned to try and locate their attackers. The last two threw their guns down, and Tatiana’s two men moved in to cover them while she personally advanced to inspect the carnage.

What followed was a brief interrogation of two punks while on their knees. It was obvious they thought they’d been kings of the world up until a few minutes prior. Lieutenant Enkh was thorough, double checking several facts until she was sure she had the truth—at which point she shot them both in the head and went with her team to relieve the other people who’d been attacked.

Sansar was, for lack of a better word, impressed. Both with the efficiency Tatiana showed as well as the brutal effectiveness of the attack. She didn’t cringe at wet work. While she’d no doubt make an excellent trooper because of her tenaciousness, she understood why the Horde’s intel coordinator hadn’t suggested moving her to combat arms. The woman was in her element—why screw up a good thing?

She noted Francis was watching her, likely looking to see if she disapproved of said wet work. These people were part of the Horde, but not close enough in the family to where they’d dealt with Sansar herself. Maybe he thought she’d believe the brutality of the attack was too much? Cute of him to be concerned. Sansar would slit the throats of anyone who’d dare harm her beloved Golden Horde.

The remainder of the operation was straightforward. Tatiana located her people via burst transmission, found them, and coordinated medical assets. Less than 15 minutes after arriving, the injured and dead were being airlifted out. There was still no sign of a response from the Houston-area LEO. Clearly law enforcement had all but stood down.

Tatiana was flying with her injured to a local medical facility she’d already made a contract with for care—no questions asked. Sansar ran the distances through her pinplants and estimated the woman would need at least a couple hours to finish. “Francis?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“You can show me to my working space now.” He nodded and gestured to one of the guards. “Please have Lieutenant Enkh meet me in my office as soon as she returns.”

* * *

[image: ]


A knock on the paint-peeling door preceded Bambi’s introduction. “Colonel Enkh, Lieutenant Tatiana Enkh is here to see you.”

“Show her in, XO.”

The door opened, and Tatiana stepped in, offered a quick salute, and stood at attention. Sansar stood and returned the salute. “While I appreciate the respect, Lieutenant, there is no need for it going forward. We’re family here; you’ve taken the name. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said, but didn’t come out of attention.

Sansar gave her a quick once over. She was still in the black camo body armor she’d worn during her assault, down to a spray of blood on her shoulder which had been given a cursory wipe down with a rag. She looked tired, with black circles under her eyes, but was alert and obviously intimidated to the point of fear. “Tatiana, please sit.” She gestured to a chair.

“Ma’am, I’d rather stand.”

“That’s nice; I’d rather you sat. That’s an order.”

Tatiana looked like a deer caught in the headlights, so Sansar sat and stared at her. After a long second’s pause, the young woman moved stiffly to the indicated chair and sat. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Young lady, if you don’t relax a little bit there’s going to be a problem.”

“What’s that, ma’am?”

“Your maintenance staff is going to have a hard time cleaning the diamonds out of the bathroom plumbing.”

Tatiana stared at her for a long time and blinked twice. Then suddenly the joke seemed to make sense and the barest hint of a grin crossed her face. Sansar decided it was a start. “Now, what can I get you to drink?”

“Oh, I’m not—”

“Blue Sky above, are we going to go back to square one? I asked you a question.”

“Coffee, ma’am. Francis knows what I like.”

Sansar nodded and sent the request to one of her staffers via her pinplants. “Good. I was watching the assault from the command center.” She saw the tension return. “First, let me say you handled it perfectly. Your team was quick to respond and sent exactly the correct message. Francis told me the local gangs have been trying to carve out territory and treated your efforts to establish a safe house as a rival gang, despite your obvious non-ganglike behavior.”

“I sense a but in there, ma’am?”

“Yes, there is.” Sansar leaned forward slightly. “You are the commander of this base of operations. Under no circumstances, going forward, are you to personally lead such actions unless it is a clear cut ‘all or nothing’ situation. Do I make myself clear, Captain?”

“Ma’am, I was just...” she trailed off as she caught the last word. “Ma’am? What?”

“I said a company commander does not endanger herself unless it is a situation where the entire operation is in danger. You aren’t used to having a large command, but it’s in the manual. I realize you haven’t had time to keep up with the change of situation, so that’s your cue to do some reading.”

“No, I meant...captain?”

“Yes, I promoted you.” The woman looked bewildered. “I’m in command of the Horde, it’s something I can do. Are you refusing the position?”

“Ma’am! No, ma’am!”

“Good. Now, as a unit commander, even a non-combat arms unit, you have to call me by my first name when not in a direct command situation in front of lower ranks.” She looked at Tatiana who stared back. “Do I make myself understood?”

“Yes, Colonel!”

“Apparently I didn’t,” Sansar said. She scowled, then let it change to a smile. “Try that again?”

It was amusing watching the young woman struggle with her inner self. It took a full five seconds for her to respond. “Yes, Sansar.” It looked like it physically hurt.

“I can assure you, Tatiana, I am just another Human. I put my pants on one leg at a time, I sweat, and my shit stinks.” This time Tatiana choked off a laugh. “Better. Now, I’ve been going over what you’ve accomplished, and I’m impressed.”

“We’re working hard to finish up with the main base.”

“Tatiana, let me finish?”

“Oh, sorry, ma—I mean, sorry, Sansar.”

“It’s fine. What I was going to say is you need to delegate better, so I’m going to have Lieutenant Colonel Lobdell assign you someone from my staff to help you get used to that. The XO is also going to make sure you don’t go playing in the field anymore for now. You’ll probably have plenty of opportunities later, though.”

Sansar spent a few minutes discussing the situation in the United States as well as the world. Half the governments were either completely collapsed or trying to reform. The US was more resilient than most, but because it was a signatory to the Articles of Republic which had created the Earth Republic, it was at a loss as to how to deal with the collapse of the world government. Some functions had been turned over to that government, which didn’t exist anymore. General Peepo had made sure of it.

The US government had been meeting non-stop in Washington, DC, to discuss how to proceed. Old political adversaries were sharpening their claws, and nothing was getting done. The Earth Republic had been well on its way to having the Galactic credit unit, or GCU, replace most of the planet’s currency. Now the whole scheme was collapsing, as were the local currencies. There’d been riots in a thousand cities all over the world.

“Colonel Cartwright is going to try and put the shit back in the horse,” Sansar explained. “He has a plan to salvage the world government while reforging it into something which might be more useful, instead of just a siphon sucking up merc-generated revenue and regurgitating it to people who hate us.”

“That sounds like an impossible task,” Tatiana said.

There was a knock at the door and Francis came in with a tray. On it was coffee for Tatiana, tea for Sansar, and a plate of sandwiches. He set it down and nodded before leaving. Tatiana eyed the tray hungrily.

“Do I have to make eating an order?”

“No, ma—Damn it. No, Sansar. It’s going to take some time on that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Sansar said. She took her cup and a sandwich. “Eat.”

Tatiana didn’t need any more prompting. She took a sandwich and nearly stuffed it whole into her mouth. She took a slurp of coffee to aid the process, chewing and swallowing despite the obviously piping-hot beverage.

Sansar watched with half an eye while eating her own sandwich. She wasn’t hungry; however, she realized the other woman would never have eaten if she hadn’t as well. The young woman ate like she didn’t know if she’d have food tomorrow; she hadn’t moved past the part of her life when food wasn’t a guaranteed thing. It disgusted Sansar that, with as much wealth as flowed into the planet, Earth’s industry and opportunity wasn’t prospering. You couldn’t hand out money and expect people to prosper, though. That wasn’t how it worked.

Tatiana was on her third sandwich by the time Sansar finished her first, at which point Sansar asked her to continue eating while she resumed the briefing. “Our main job is going to be three-fold.

“One is to keep Colonel Cartwright alive. He’s a brilliant tactician for one so young. I’ve never seen such natural instincts. However, he tends to be overly naïve, and it manifests in allowing potential enemies to get close to him. We’re going to provide an invisible shield for him.

“Second, we’re going to work locally and globally to covertly squash any attempts to topple his efforts to stabilize and stand up a new government. Permanently. He is going to be unaware of these actions and is to remain unaware if at all possible. On top of being naïve about people’s intentions, he’s also what you Americans call a bit of a boy scout. His father, Thaddeus, was just as bad, if not worse.

“Finally, we’re going to begin building up forces again, and helping the other Horsemen do so, as well. There are a lot of people who’d like to be mercs. We’re going to take the best for ourselves, and farm the rest out to the junior leagues.”

“Junior leagues, Sansar?” Tatiana asked from around a mouthful of sandwich, her fourth.

“The other non-Horsemen units,” Sansar explained. “Marines, pilots, and other space-based people who want to join will be sent to the Hussars. Heavy assault CASPer drivers and light assault go to the Cavaliers and Asbaran. Rapid response and defensive specialists, along with intel-minded folks, we’ll take ourselves. If they don’t meet muster, we’ll either send them to recruiters for new units or to existing units wanting to grow in size and let them handle the training.”

Tatiana nodded, her eyes narrowing as she processed the instructions. Sansar silently considered the task before them. It was daunting, to say the least. It wasn’t just Earth, either. The colonies had seen war as well, and some of them were doubtless total basket cases. She’d lost contact with her intel elements on Talus, and that was probably bad. The largest and most advanced of Earth’s colonies, Sansar had held hopes of using it as a source of men, materials, and logistics.

“I noted you don’t have pinplants,” Sansar said.

“No, there wasn’t time or resources in Dallas,” Tatiana said.

“We’ll get that remedied ASAP. I’ll have my staff locate a reliable asset here in Houston.” Tatiana had finally stopped eating, but now she looked even more worn out. “When was the last time you slept?”

“Maybe 72 hours?” she responded, sounding unsure. “We have some CASPer candy we’ve been using.”

“The facility is operational,” Sansar said. “Get some sack time.”

“Not necessary,” Tatiana said and got up. “With your permission, I’ll get back to work.”

“Denied,” Sansar said. She summoned Bambi with her pinplants, and she was there in a second. “Captain Enkh here is to stand down for not less than six hours.”

“Understood, Colonel,” her XO said. Tatiana looked horrified.

“Place a watch on her. If she won’t, or can’t, sleep, a sedative is to be administered. Is that clear?” She looked from Tatiana to her XO. Tatiana looked crestfallen but nodded in agreement. “See you in six hours.” The young woman left with her XO, and Sansar sighed. If she wasn’t careful, the new captain would burn herself out. She’d seen it many times in the past and had been there herself. Coming from the streets, she knew Tatiana would do anything to prove her self-worth. She’d have ample opportunities. Tomorrow, they’d get started.

* * *

[image: ]


Cartwright’s Cavaliers Main Base, Houston, Texas, Earth

Jim woke up with the morning sun blazing into his bedroom. The glass was polarizable, but he’d forgotten to set it before crawling into bed. He rolled over and looked at the little Tri-V showing the time. It was only moments before he’d set the alarm to go off, so he used his pinplants to deactivate the alarm and headed for the bathroom.

An hour later, he was dressed and downstairs making breakfast. It was all frozen; the majority of his fridge contents had gone into the garbage the night before. Hargrave had originally contracted a local provider to bring premade meals and deliver them to his fridge. He’d have to see what he could arrange now, since obviously nobody had been into his place since the war.

As he ate, he thought about Hargrave, even though he’d rather have thought about nearly anything else. Shortly before the First Battle of Earth, he’d snapped at Hargrave, who’d been saying he was concerned about how Jim was acting when in the Raknar. Jim told the older merc that he was just jealous of Jim’s success. Hargrave hadn’t taken it well, and the two had barely spoken afterwards. Now he was dead.

Jim was a collection of regrets. He wasn’t proud of it; it was just a fact. They started from grade school when he’d first started shunning physical sports and had begun his long decline into obesity, but it ended with how he’d treated Hargrave. The man had taken Jim under his wing and mentored him into being a merc commander. He’d deserved much better.

After Jim was done eating, he put aside the whispers of mistakes past and went to the gym. He uploaded the routine from his pinplants and spent an hour working out. Through the pain, sweat, and gasping 60 minutes, he tried to think of nothing except the exertion, and he largely succeeded.

He was in the shower when the first morning call came into his pinplants.

“Colonel Cartwright,” he answered.

“Colonel, this is Ann Jordan.”

“Lieutenant Jordan! Glad you called me back. How are you doing?”

“Fine, sir. I rode out the war in Alabama with my family. Nothing happened here.”

“Glad to hear it. Are you interested in my offer?”

“I’m actually at the maglev station just down the road. So, absolutely.”

“Excellent. I’ll meet you at the Hobby offices in a half hour?”

“Sounds great.”

Jim hung up and punched the air. Lieutenant Jordan had held the fort whenever the Cavaliers were off Earth, which was most of the last year before the war. She wasn’t a combat merc, though she did hold a CASPer qualification. She’d never risen above sergeant as a trooper. However, when she’d left the fighting side, she’d found her stride as a personnel manager, and Jim’s father had promoted her. She was one of the first people Hargrave had hired when the Cavaliers were reformed.

He’d barely hung up when another call came in, and, after that, another, and another. By the time he walked across the tarmac to the company offices, he’d put a dozen people back to work. They included armorers, mechanics, a physical trainer, and a physician. Even better, a pair of recruiters were coming in. They’d answered the advertisement he’d listed on the merc guild hiring page of the Aethernet.

Lieutenant Jordan met him at the outside door when he released the lock. He’d had to do it manually; the program wasn’t working correctly. “Welcome, Lieutenant.”

“Great to be back, sir.”

He smiled to see she was already wearing Cavaliers’ office blues. He gestured at the keypad by the door. “I hate to put you to work right away...”

“No problem,” she said. “It always was a clunky system.” She had it up and working in minutes, including the password and pinplant link system. While she worked, the first of his other rehires arrived.

The first half of his day was a blur as he worked to sign contracts for all the returning people. Luckily, Jordan also had some familiarity with the contract process because the recruiters were both hired, and Jim wouldn’t have been able to tell if their contracts were right. As he transmitted them to the Mercenary Guild office in Houston, he got back an acknowledgment but no contract number. It appeared the lights were on, but nobody was home.

He set the recruiters up in the offices reserved for that function. They had access to a shared series of conference rooms that doubled as interview spaces, and they immediately began reviewing first the backlog of inquiries, then new ones. There were a few dozen, which was a surprisingly small amount for an open hiring announcement from a Horseman.

He didn’t have long to obsess on the slow recruiting pace, because he got an email—Splunk had arrived in orbit on Bucephalus and wanted to come down. Luckily, the one area the Cavaliers were still well staffed was on their merc cruiser. He instructed flight ops to bring her down on the next flight.

Jim had just enough time to grab a bite from the autochef in the commissary before hurrying out to the field. Multiple sonic booms announced one of his Phoenix dropships arriving. The pilot did a horizontal short-runway landing and taxied over to the hangar where Jim waited. No sooner had the side boarding ramp slid down than Splunk jumped out and into his arms.

“Hey, buddy, missed you!”

“Missed you, too, <Skaa!>” she replied.

Jim was immediately struck by differences. Before, she’d seldom worn any substantial clothing unless they were somewhere it was necessary. Now, she wore what could only be considered a uniform. The material looked light and breathable, but it was dull green and covered all but her head, lower arms, and feet. She also had a belt strapped on with a Dusman-sized laser pistol and a bag slung cross-body. He didn’t see any logos on the uniform.

“Dusman uniform?” he asked her. She nodded. “Sly realizes everyone is going to know the Dusman are back, right?”

“He knows, <Pree!> He wanted it secret as Kroof, arbiter. But Seldia screwed it all up.” She took a minute to explain how Seldia had come out and said they were the Dusman during the battle at New Warsaw.

While he listened, Jim watched the dropship crew unloading CASPers. His jaw muscles bunched as he thought about all the Cavaliers who’d died. To make it worse, Peepo had escaped, thanks to the Peacemaker-imposed ceasefire. At least now he wouldn’t be under the injunction against talking about them as Dusman. I wonder how long it will be before it’s common knowledge?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
o A\ - [
\ o
P B,
e §
/ —

D\

KENNE
MIARK WANDREY

A
O

Claial





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





