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Dedicated to the memory of Paul Bisdorf of Darby’s Own. 

Good friend, great man, solid merc. Unto Valhalla, brother.

* * * * *
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Planet Krr’Eltar, Castadally System, Asha Region, Peco Arm

Colonel Nigel Shirazi stopped his Mk 8 Combat Assault System, Personal before he ran over the large four-armed trooper who came striding out in front of him.

“Why?” he heard the trooper ask over his speakers.

Realizing that talking to the Lumar lieutenant would be easier on the ground, Nigel stopped his CASPer, popped the canopy, and climbed down.

“Why?” the trooper asked again.

“Why what?” Nigel replied.

“Why we here?”

“We’re here because there is a civil war,” Nigel said slowly, not really understanding the question or the lieutenant’s need for an answer. Usually, you gave a Lumar a task, pointed it in the right direction, and the alien would get it done to the best of its abilities. Assuming a lot of thought wasn’t required for the job—which hadn’t been the case this time.

The Lumar looked at him as if waiting for more information.

“The military of the planet rebelled against the government, and the government paid us to put down the insurrection.”

Usually, throwing in a big word or two was enough to make a Lumar wander off as it tried to figure out what you were saying, but it didn’t work this time.

“That not what Utar mean. Utar know job. Utar not understand why Asbaran Solutions and Proud Fists come here in first place.” 

“Well, they are paying us a lot of money...”

“Job not satisfying. Military is dumber than Lumar. They no understand stragety, stratemy... they no understand how to plan attack. This not normal job. And big boss man bad. Do bad things to own people. Me no like working for big boss man.”

Nigel paused a second before answering. The fact of the matter was, the Lumar was right. The contract they’d taken from the government was unlike any mercenary contract he’d ever taken before—probably because it had been taken outside the normal contracting process while waiting for the next contract to come his company’s way.

The contract—and the situation—really did suck. The government was in the wrong, and had been violating people’s rights to the point where the military had finally gotten fed up with it and rebelled. Unknown to them, though, the government’s internal security forces—while small—were very well armed and led, and the struggle had quickly become a stalemate.

The military had a large force, but any time it tried to move out of cantonment, it got chewed to pieces by security troopers who destroyed a tank or APC, and then melted away. While the military searched for the attacker on one side, they’d get hit hard from the other. The planet had been at peace for a hundred years, and it showed in its military’s inability to find its ass when it had both hands available to complete the task.

The arrival of Asbaran Solutions and the Proud Fists had been catastrophic for the military. When faced with a trained and well-armed force, the only thing they’d been successful at was dying. In droves. The Lumar’s right... it’s not like a merc operation, it’s more like... murder.

Nigel shook his head. Out of the mouths of babes. Or babe-like mentalities. They had no reason to be here, fighting in yet another of the brushfire wars that had sprung up with the demise of the Merc Guild. Fighting for what basically amounted to a Nazi administration. They’d beaten off a similar totalitarian attack on Earth, only to become the oppressors themselves. Worse, it was happening throughout the galaxy—civil wars were erupting everywhere, and nations and planets were raising their own armed forces to defend themselves or redress ancient grudges.

Nigel let out a slow sigh. His forces—and all those of the Merc Guild—should have been out fighting the SIs, finding out what the Kahraman were up to, or... basically anything other than what they were doing, putting out brushfire wars for assholes. He shook his head again. They needed the money, but they didn’t need it badly enough to become what they abhorred. 

“Wait here,” he said to the Lumar lieutenant, then he climbed back into his CASPer and switched on his comm. “All Asbaran forces, Asbaran Actual. Cease operations and fall back to base. We’re leaving.” I need to talk to my contracting department about doing something worthwhile.

* * * 
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Prime Base, Winged Hussars Headquarters, New Warsaw System

In all the years Alexis Cromwell had been the Winged Hussars’ commander, she’d never been as nervous as she currently was. To make matters even worse, the feeling had been going on now for nearly a year. It had started when one threat had replaced another. Peepo was gone, and with her, the war to bring humanity to heel. In its place were the SIs, or synthetic intelligences, and their growing feud with humanity. 

“Beat one bad guy, another shows up,” she mused. A year since Morgoth, and a relatively quiet one at that. A few contracts but no “incidents.” She frowned. 

Her office on Prime Base, the Winged Hussars’ great wheel-style space station, was considerably bigger than it once was. She seldom spent much time there, thus a relatively small office would have been all she needed. That was before Armin and Katrina. 

As she scanned the Tri-Vs and went over reports with her pinplants, the twins came trundling out of the adjacent nursery, a former equipment room, and bounced around the office, looking for mayhem. Gina, the nanny who’d been caring for the twins since she first returned home, came in pursuit immediately. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said. 

Alexis waved away the apology, smiling at the two playing. Armin spotted her watching, and his dark gray eyes, so like his father’s, twinkled with barely controlled mischief. He ran to her, arms wide and pure white hair, so like her own, flowing. She was supposed to be working, but she snatched him up anyway. The boy giggled, and she tickled his bare feet. 

“No!” he complained, though not too hard. Like every 18-month-old since the beginning of time, he loved that word and used it regularly. 

Katrina approached more calmly. Her hair was black, like Nigel’s, and her eyes pale blue, like her own. They were fraternal twins, just like Alexis and her sister had been. Also like she and her sister, they were studies in opposites. Katrina was quiet and considering, Armin intense and inquisitive. He got hurt a lot more, too. Like father, like son.

Gina watched her as she picked up the girl and held the two, letting them play with her long, braided, white ponytail and bat at the Tri-V displays. As they were interactive, occasionally the display would move or change in response. It didn’t matter; she could revert anything they messed up. 

“What?” Katrina asked, pointing a pudgy finger. It was the first Hero-class battlecruiser suspended in the post-production shipyard, only out of its manufactory a few days ago. First in class, EMS Colonel Frank Earl was out on her first trials. Dozens more were planned in the coming years. The design was a final gift from Taiki Sato before he’d disappeared, again, at the battle of Morgoth. She’d really like to know where he’d gotten off to, but intel had said there was no sign of him.

“That’s a spaceship,” she told Katrina. Her cute little face scrunched up as she struggled to understand. “Like Pegasus.” 

“Zooooom!” Armin said, swinging his hand through the air a little like a spaceship. 

“Yes, zoom,” Alexis said. A display flashed, demanding her attention. 

Gina was already coming over. “I’ll take care of them,” the woman said. 

“Lock the door?” she asked. 

Gina nodded. “Sorry, they run so much better than children their age do on Home,” she said, referring to the planet Prime Base orbited. A ‘super Earth’ by definition, its various cities were home to many of the Hussars’ noncombatants. The planet had a gravity slightly higher than Earth. Despite being three times the homeworld’s size, it lacked a super-dense nickel-iron core, so the gravity wasn’t as high as it could have been. 

“Make plans for a week-long trip down next week,” she told the nanny, who nodded. 

“They won’t like it,” she said. “They never do.” 

“They’ll adjust.” Her quarters on Prime Base were on the three-quarters-G ring. Like Gina said, it gave babies a real advantage when it came to learning to walk—and of course, to run. The twins also got regular outings to the zero-G hub. To them, flying like birds was nothing new at all. An experience enjoyed by only some on Earth was a way of life for the Hussars’ children. They certainly didn’t like experiencing their birthright gravity, though. Not one bit. 

The twins began fussing at being removed from Momma, and it looked like it might turn into a screaming fit. The door closed, and instantly she was in total quiet. A grin crossed her face. Having a nanny was indeed a blessing. Sometimes. She remembered her own nanny more than her mother. That was a little bit regrettable, to be sure. However, she was the commander of the Winged Hussars, one of the Four Horsemen mercenary companies.

Her eyes scanned the flashing report. One of her intel cutters, Isaac Hopper, had just returned. Analytics had forwarded the preliminary report: nothing. No sign of SI activity, no sign of any moves against New Warsaw or Earth, and no sign of Taiki Sato.

“Fuck,” she said aloud in the empty office. 

<I told you,> Ghost whispered into her brain. The SI had long had a direct route to her, or whoever commanded the Pegasus, via their pinplants. The powerful synthetic intelligence was also the secret to their longstanding success as a space navy—at least until the secret had gotten out. Ghost’s existence wasn’t exactly common knowledge, but it was a great deal more than a closely held secret now. 

Yes, I’m aware of that, she replied. It didn’t mean she hadn’t hoped, both for word of Sato and for signs of their enemy’s plots. 

<The great SIs will not come at you directly; that is not their way.>

“No; deceit and manipulation are their ways,” she said aloud. It didn’t matter whether she thought it directly, indirectly, or said it out loud; Ghost could hear her. 

<That is correct.> 

“You would be a lot more help if you could tell us how many of them there are and where they are.”

<As I have explained before, I cannot answer either question. I was trapped in second level hyperspace for many thousands of years, isolated and barely alive. I can only surmise that there are several, and all are likely in positions of great power.>

She grunted and put on some music. Chopin today. It had been Szymanowski recently, until she’d found herself drawn back to Chopin. A random selection brought up “Douze Etudes Op. 25, No. 1.” The rapid arpeggio hammering of piano keys helped clear her mind which, since the SI’s showed themselves, had been less and less clear. 

<What does music do for a Human?>

“It holds a certain allure for our race,” she explained. “Many think it goes back to our ancestors making noise to keep predators away; prey isn’t noisy. I don’t know. To me, it brings back memories of my mother. She played the piano, you know?” 

<I am aware.>

Alexis grunted and returned to work. Three more intel cutters had arrived over the last month, Anne Frank, Ethan Allen, and Oskar Schindler. Their news on her key points of interest were the same as Isaac Hopper’s. Maybe they’ve given up?

<You know better than that.>

She shook her head; it had been a rhetorical question. She did indeed know better. They were out there; in particular, Minerva was out there. That particular SI ran the Science Guild, and, for 20,000 years, had made sure the galaxy’s technology hadn’t advanced much in that time. More of an Anti-Science Guild, really. Taiki Sato had once been one of Minerva’s weapons, a sort of spy known as a Proctor. They wielded immense power, were well trained, and were ruthless in pursuing Minerva’s goals. 

Somehow he’d escaped Minerva, years ago, and eventually ended up with the Winged Hussars. Their alien Wrogul physician, Nemo, had been involved. Again, she didn’t know how. Sato had been responsible for nearly all the Hussars’ technological innovations, and nearly as many catastrophes. EMS Colonel Frank Earl had been named after the commander of Burt’s Bees, a merc unit nearly wiped out stopping a doomsday ship Sato had accidentally unleashed. 

Shortly after that incident, the scientist had his pinplants modified, and that had resulted in what he’d called an awakening. Afterward, he effected a perfect escape and went off adventuring around the galaxy. Yet another thing she wished she knew the details of. Sato had returned shortly before Morgoth and aided in the assault with his own ship, crewed by a bunch of crazy cyborg commandoes called the Sky Knights. 

“God save me from computers and scientists.” Ghost didn’t reply to that; instead, he changed the subject. 

<You might be interested to know; I’ve completed my analysis of the Kahraman Front data provided by Colonel Shirazi.>

“Definitely,” she said, and she cleared away some of the displays to make room. Ghost commandeered a display, and information began to cascade. Galaxy maps, ships, and lists. 

<These are the systems involved in the war to keep the Kahraman out of the rest of the galaxy,> Ghost explained. 

Dozens of star systems flashed blue, maybe more than a hundred. Alexis let out a low whistle. 

Ghost continued, <These systems fell, resulting in the total loss of all forces unable to retreat.> Most of the worlds turned from blue to green. There were no more than 20 remaining blue. <Based on the data of these assaults, the direction of the attacks, and the information I have surmised on the interdiction ranges of the stargates, I would estimate that three worlds were all that kept the Kahraman from breaking through. The worlds involved are heavily populated industrial centers or trading locations, and they were intimately involved in the fighting. Had any of these fallen, it would have been impossible to contain the Kahraman at that point.>

“Then why did they stop?” 

<The Mercenary Guild files are incomplete. Some were recovered from General Peepo by our Depik allies; however, even those are incomplete. It is likely the general kept much of her information on her personal pinplants, and thus the data perished with her. However, according to my analysis, there are two possibilities. One: Peepo was aware of the impending vulnerability and threw everything available, including hitherto unknown merc races, into the potential breech. This held the tide.>

“Hitherto unknown merc races? Do you mean like these BotSha Nigel told me about?”

<This is logical. They appear to be an uplifted aquatic race, apparently of Terrestrial stock, and possess considerable starship piloting abilities. My analysis of what we have makes it look like they could be even more G-tolerant than the SalSha.>

“Okay, what’s the second option?”

<That the Kahraman pulled back on purpose, despite having just won a major victory.>

“Which do you consider most likely?”

<Since there has been nothing to support a logical reason for them to pull back and abandon strategic advantage since, option one must prevail.>

“Occam’s Razor,” Alexis said under her breath. 

<As I understand the premise, this is how I came to my conclusion.>

She examined the information for a minute then shook her head. 

<You do not agree.>

“You’ve heard of Murphy’s Law?” 

<Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong.>

“Correct. However, I’m a firm believer in a version of that taught by my Polish ancestor. Lawrence’s Law.”

<I am unfamiliar with this one, though I assume you mean Lawrence Kosmalski, the Human who first found Pegasus and rescued me from my prison?>

“The one and only,” Alexis said. “Lawrence believed Murphy was an optimist. He always said: whatever can go wrong, will go wrong. Plus it will happen at the worst possible time.” The SI was quiet for a time, either analyzing this piece of logic, or simply with nothing to say. The music changed to “Nocturne in E flat major, Op. 55, No. 2.” Its more somber notes reflected her own feelings. 

She pulled up a spreadsheet that showed their speed of development. Most of the damage of the Omega War had not only been repaired, construction had accelerated beyond it. In another seven years, they’d have a navy of 150 ships, with trained personnel on all of them. Jim was working at Sol System, as well, and they should have another 40 warships finished by that time. Not the greatest navy in space, not yet. But maybe it would be enough. All I need is time. 

<You may ask me for anything you like except time.>

“Napoleon Bonaparte,” Alexis said with a chuckle. “We’ve yet to see our Waterloo, but I’m sure it’s coming, one way or another.” The map of the Kahraman Front dominated her desk for some time. 

* * *
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Dusman Task Force, Sulaadar System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

J’asa watched the fleet operation from her command ship, the Ogleesius-class battlecruiser J’pa, roughly translated as “Spirit of the Fallen.” Some of her staff had been horrified at the name she’d given the ship; her Vok’tor, Dante, had smiled and nodded at the choice. 

“There will be many fallen to remember before this is over,” the grizzled Dusman commander of their Raknar forces had said. J’asa hadn’t been aiming for that sentiment, but it did little good to explain the difference to Dante. 

The space battle had been going on for 11 hours now. They’d taken only minor losses, a single disabled battlecruiser and a handful of lost escort ships. A pair of Konessius-class assault carriers were standing by for pacification once the space fleet was defeated. No Raknar this time. The asset they were after wouldn’t survive such an assault. She was beginning to think the enemy would fight to the end when her tactical controller spoke up.

“Tor, the enemy fleet commander has capitulated.” A small cheer went up in the battlecruiser’s CIC. “They request terms.” 

“Their ships are forfeit for fighting the Dusman,” J’asa said. “Survivors will be cared for and placed on a transport for delivery to another system at our convenience.” She waited for a moment while the details were relayed. 

“Their commander wishes to talk with you,” the comms technician said. J’asa gestured at the central Tri-V, and a moment later, a somewhat ragged-looking GenSha appeared, it’s great horned head shaking slowly from side to side. His shaggy pelt of striped green and yellow fur looked matted. 

“I am Commodore Oh-Berg-Esk. I acknowledge your superior numbers.” He lowered his head.

“I am Tor J’asa, leader of the Dusman.”

“I didn’t believe the stories I’d heard,” the alien said. “You are the Dusman?” His meaning was obvious, thinking the Dusman had to have been much larger and more powerful. J’asa’s people averaged less than a meter tall, sometimes quite a bit less. When not in motion, they preferred to sit on their haunches, making them appear even shorter. They had long, expressive ears and equally long tails, and the males of their species had tufts of fur at the ends of each. The Dusman appeared cute to many races, an assumption that could be costly.

“We are,” J’asa said. 

“I doubted it from the beginning.” 

“And now you have paid the price,” she replied. 

“There are KzSha marines boarding our ships! Are you hiring mercenaries to do your work?”

J’asa gave a little laugh. “No, the KzSha are among our servitor races now.”

It took a moment for Oh-Berg-Esk’s translator to render the phrase. “Slaves?” 

“Do not be so crass. They serve us, and we protect them. They are not our slaves; they work with us for a greater good, a good our servitors will share in.” 

The GenSha snorted and shrugged. “When word gets out you’ve taken this system, my allies will respond.” 

“Then they will share your fate, GenSha. You would be better served to give warning to them about what happened here today and how it ended. You were wise to surrender.” 

“What about the station we control?” Oh-Berg-Esk asked. 

“It will surrender to me, or I will take it.”

“There are thousands of civilians on the station!”

“Then I suggest you convince the station’s defenders to yield, and they will avoid casualties.” 

It was only a minute before the GenSha came back. “They think they can repel the KzSha,” Oh-Berg-Esk said. 

“It won’t be the KzSha boarding the station,” J’asa said. “Cleaning up surrendered ships is something we send servitors to do; an assault like this will be our own Konar.” Behind J’asa, her personal Konar squad floated into view. Oh-Berg-Esk’s tiny black eyes went wide. “Several hundred Konar-equipped Dusman are about to begin their assault on the station. I’ll give you one more chance to convince whoever controls the station to yield before we begin.” 

This time the reply took slightly longer before Oh-Berg-Esk reappeared on the Tri-V. “The station is yours.”

J’asa nodded and turned to her Osk’or, who commanded a Nova of Konar. “Board the station under escort. Any sign of resistance is to be met with maximum force, understand?”

“Yes, Tor!” the Osk’or replied, saluting across his chest with a metallic thunk on the alloy armor. 

Barring unforeseen problems, the system was hers. Sulaadar was a good place to start establishing their control. The trading system sat on the edge of the Tolo arm of the galaxy, with a vast number of rich worlds in one direction and a long jump across the void between arms to reach the Peco arm in the other. Plus, it was in the Cresht region, the thick center of the Tolo arm, where the Humans’ world also sat. 

The galactics had fought over the system for millennia for exactly the same reason she’d taken it. The planet was unexceptional. It had a good environment, though not enough to produce a massive surplus of foodstuffs. The mineral reserves were light, as well. If not for the location, likely Sulaadar wouldn’t have been interesting to anyone. Back 20,000 years ago, the Dusman had established a base here for the same reasons that made it a trade hub now. 

Down on the planet, carefully concealed under ancient ice sheets, considerable stockpiles of equipment had been preserved by the Dusman eons ago. Now they had access to it, as well as the strategic location. The planet itself would be no problem to take control of; its people would be glad to see an end to centuries of conflict over their world. 

She made a note to see about neutralizing this “Transki Syndicate” in its entirety. The Union had tolerated such things to allow orderly commerce. Well, change had arrived, and she was bringing order with it. 

J’asa pulled up a Tri-V display of all the other identified depots and strategic reserves. They had been on a data chip Jim had brought back after his visit to Occul, a Science Guild facility. She’d found it floating in their ship’s bridge and hadn’t looked at it for weeks. When she had, she’d found it full of old references to Dusman bases, both Raknar and other types, a treasure trove the likes of which even the Nee’Akee, their race’s living history repository, had been unable to provide. 

She’d asked Jim about the chip at some point, but he had no memory of it. That answer still made her wonder to this day, but ultimately, she’d stopped worrying about it. The data the chip held was what really mattered. Maybe she’d pursue its origin more someday. For now, there were many more worlds to visit. She’d continue with the ones like Sulaadar for now, the ones being fought over. The rest would wait for the time being. 

* * *
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Golden Horde Headquarters, South of Chorvoq, Uzbekistan

Sansar shook her head as she scanned the latest intel reports. 

“What’s wrong?” Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell asked from the doorway.

“Just going through the latest reports,” Sansar related. “There’s still nothing on Minerva—neither the SI’s whereabouts nor any of its activities. The SI has completely vanished.” Sansar sighed. 

Bambi smiled. “Vanished? I didn’t know SIs were able to turn invisible.”

Sansar chuckled. “I don’t know; this one seems to have done so.” She shrugged. “I know it hasn’t disappeared, of course; it’s withdrawn to an out-of-the-way system somewhere to build its forces and plot its next revenge attempt. It almost got Jim the last time; we can’t afford to let it get that close again.”

“Maybe it’s decided to lay low until we forget about it. Or maybe it’ll just hide for a hundred years until we’re all dead and then come back.”

“I doubt that’s it. The stupid SI is far more malicious than that. I suspect it will want revenge, both for the attack on Morgoth and the death of the Merchant Guild SI. I thought eliminating Mercurius would serve to draw Minerva out—make it come out with guns blazing—but it appears to have done the opposite.”

“Maybe it’s scared now that you’ve shown the SIs can be killed. It has to have been a long time since one of them died... maybe you reminded Minerva of its mortality and scared it into hiding.”

“Or maybe I reinforced the thought that it needs to build up an overwhelming force to crush us, rather than try to carry out its attacks from the shadows.”

“Well, even SIs can’t make fleets and armies out of nothing.”

“You weren’t at Morgoth,” Sansar said with a small shudder. “They absolutely can generate armies out of nowhere. It wouldn’t take that much more to corrupt a ship’s crew, or at least its senior officers.”

“But how many beings can an SI control at once? Enough to run a whole fleet of ships?”

“I don’t know. The next time I see one, I’ll ask.”

“Well, Earth is building its defenses.”

Sansar shrugged. “I’m sure Minerva is either watching us or is routinely probing us to see what we’re doing and the status of our defenses. When we least expect it—hell, when we’re least prepared for it—Minerva will strike.”

“We’ll be ready.” Bambi didn’t sound like even she believed it.

“Maybe,” Sansar said. “We’re certainly putting a lot of resources into it. I only have one question, though, and it’s the question that keeps me from sleeping at night.”

“What’s that?”

“All our plans are based on stopping Minerva... and only Minerva. What if Minerva brings friends? Will we be able to stop the combined forces of several guilds all at once?”

* * *

[image: ]


Tucki, Tucki System, One Jump from the Front

“I don’t get it, General. How much longer must we wait?”

General Khaldan looked around the table. “Do all of you feel this way?”

The beings indicated affirmation via their individual species’ means.

“Then it is a good thing you are not in charge.”

“I don’t understand,” the intelligence officer said. “We have built up our forces beyond what is required to break through the forces the Galactic Union has arrayed against us. Based on all modeling and simulations, there is a 97.3% chance an invasion will be successful if we were to undertake it now. Our forces have continued to grow, while the enemy’s has dwindled.”

“And they will continue to decline,” Khaldan noted. “They are unable to remain as focused as we are.”

“But they are ripe to be smashed!” his aide said, his leathery wings flapping quickly in frustration.

“They are,” Khaldan said. “There is something you are unaware of, though. Something I remember that you don’t—quite frankly, that you can’t. There is another fleet, and that fleet should be in position soon. When it is, then we will attack.”

“Remember another fleet?” the intel officer asked. “I don’t need to remember. I see the estimates every day of our fleet strength and composition, as well as what is being sent to us. I have no indication that there is another fleet coming to assist us.”

“It isn’t coming to assist us, per se,” Khaldan replied, “and it is old, far older than you would expect. But exist it does, and the members of that fleet will help us break out, though they have no knowledge of us.”

Khaldan chuckled as he beheld the looks of confusion around the table on all the faces of members from races other than his own. The other three looked anticipatory, for they remembered.

“I don’t know exactly when it is going to happen,” Khaldan said, “because the math involved is extremely complex. All I can say is that, very soon, something will happen that will break open the Front for us. And when it does, we must be ready to seize the opportunity. Here’s what’s going to happen...”

* * * * *
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Five Years After Morgoth
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Approaching Earth, Sol System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

“Welcome home, Colonel.” 

“Thank you, Captain.” Colonel Jim Cartwright, commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers mercenary company and Terran Federation Minister of War, was indeed glad to be home. 

Captain Su nodded toward the CIC Tri-V. Bucephalus, the Cavaliers’ mercenary cruiser was riding its fusion torch main engines, braking into Earth’s main reception orbit. The 3D image showed Earth’s shipyards, located in geosynchronous orbit over North America. “Getting crowded up here,” she noted. 

Jim smiled at the news. The yards were still thousands of kilometers away, the image only partly visible because it was being captured around Bucephalus’ drive plume, but he could still make out dozens of ships and a number of tiny moving stars. 

“How many ships does the Federation have now?” she asked.

“Should be up to 70 now, if everything stayed on schedule.” She snorted, and he laughed. “I know, but a man can hope, can’t he?” 

“Can I ask you a personal question, Colonel?” 

“We’ve been friends for quite a few years now,” he said. “Ask away.” 

“What happened between you and Ziva on Khatash?” 

Jim’s grin about the growing fleet turned to a scowl. Damn it, she would go after that. “What does it matter?” 

“With all due respect, Colonel, your state of mind affects us all. You took some chances on that accursed planet.”

“I always had the Cavaliers’ welfare in mind,” he responded darkly. 

“Never said you didn’t, Colonel, just that you took personal chances. Your son might make a good commander in about 20 years, but the last time the Cavaliers’ commander was killed before his heir was old enough, things didn’t turn out too well.” 

Jim sighed and nodded. Eight years before, his father, Thaddeus Cartwright, died. Jim had only been 17, too young to assume ownership and control of the Cavaliers. His mother had taken control instead, and she’d been promptly manipulated by Peepo’s agents, bankrupting the Cavaliers. It was only through careful planning by his father and his grandfather that enough was left for him to rebuild through a trust. The rest had gone to the creditors and lawyers. 

The campaign to take Khatash from the Veetanho had been, at least partly, taken on by the Horsemen at his urging. Ziva had asked as an official favor from the Depik. Six years ago, Peepo had tried to use some crazy control device to take over the Depik on their homeworld, Khatash. The Depik response was mass suicide. Millions died. In fact, most of the survivors had been off world, out doing what Depik do—kill shit and get paid. Only a few had survived on Khatash; they’d operated as spies until they could retake the planet.

Just before the start of the campaign, Ziva and he had gotten together for a private dinner. He’d also spent several hours visiting with Thaddeus, their four-year-old son. They’d had a fun time, which had ended in an even more fun night. But in the morning, they got into a fight, which had been happening almost every time they got together. 

“We had a fight,” he admitted. “The Dusman offered the Depik servitorhood.” 

Su’s voice sucked in. “Oh, that wasn’t the best move,” she said. 

“Being a servitor isn’t the worst thing that could happen to them,” Jim countered. “With the Dusman’s help, they could probably fix these lingering genetic issues and assure their survival in the long run. Quite a few of their hunters have gone missing, and the theory is, they’re being eradicated by Peepo’s agents, or whoever’s pulling their strings now. An enemy might hesitate to go after a servitor.”

“But they’d be slaves, right?” 

Jim snarled; that was the same thing Ziva had said. “No, servitors aren’t slaves!” Su’s eyes went wide in surprise, and conversation suddenly fell off around the bridge. <You don’t need this bitch,> his demon voice whispered. He pushed it back with effort and took a calming breath. “I’m sorry, Captain.” She nodded. “Servitors are more like lesser allies. They have rights and responsibilities. You come when the Dusman call on you, as long as you aren’t risking your existence in doing so. In exchange, they protect you. Yeah, there’s less freedom, but in this stinking galaxy, safety is at a premium right now.”

“So is freedom and liberty, if you ask me,” Su said. 

Jim nodded. The argument had been hashed over heavily. In private talks with J’asa—whom he still thought of as Splunk—she’d told him the Dusman now had a dozen servitor races, though she wasn’t forthcoming regarding who they were, beyond the KzSha, Jakota, and the K’kng, who were often seen around them now. He was looking forward to checking with his intel people for more details when they got home. Humanity had passed on being servitors, but ultimately had been accepted as equal allies, something she said their race had never done before. 

“Anyway, it was a pretty bad fight. We might be over.” 

“A tough situation with a young child,” she said gently. 

“I know. Most of the kids I knew growing up had divorced parents. I was almost the exception to the rule. We’ve kept it all quiet to Thad, anyway. I doubt he’d understand, and he’s spent most of his time with her. I guess I’ll find out where we stand when she comes by next time.”

“I hope you can work it out,” she said.

So do I, Jim thought. Every time they were together, he felt wonderful, and every time they were apart, he missed her. Maybe they just weren’t as compatible as he’d hoped. He’d gotten a son out of it, so it wasn’t a total loss.

He quietly waited as Bucephalus finished its orbital injection burn and flipped back over, nose toward Earth. From that point on, she used her much smaller ion thrusters. They took a lot longer to change velocity, but pulling into orbit burning your fusion torch all the way was considered somewhat rude. The shipyard was on the wrong side of the planet as they made orbit, so he missed the chance for a better view. Maybe he’d make a trip to orbit later in the week. 

Once Bucephalus was safely in her parking orbit, Jim grabbed the first Phoenix home. Being the Cavaliers’ commander meant he was first on target and last out. He figured the only advantage he would take was also being the first home.

“Get them home and squared away, Buddha?” 

“You bet, Jimbo. It’s Friday, Earthside; I’ll see you for Monday debrief?” 

“Will do,” he said. Lieutenant Colonel Akamai “Buddha” Kalawai was not only Jim’s second in command, he was the only Cavalier still part of the company who’d been around since before Jim had taken over. There were a few who’d never come back after he reformed the Cavaliers following bankruptcy, or who’d retired. The massive Polynesian merc was easily 50 years old and hadn’t wanted to take off his sergeant’s stripes to become his XO. In the end, it turned out Buddha was a very capable officer. He’d also confided after Khatash that he was getting a little old for the platoon sergeant thing. 

Jim rode down in a Phoenix-class dropship loaded with wounded and the Cavaliers’ support and maintenance staff. Once they’d completed atmospheric entry, he went to the wounded to say a few words to them. This had been one of those missions where the break between the wounded and the dead was profound. Most were either lightly wounded or just dead. Sometimes that was how it broke out. Secretly, most mercs would rather be dead than crippled. As the servo support frame encompassing his lower half whined quietly with his movement, he understood the sentiment. But he’d faced those demons and had decided it wouldn’t stop him from being who he was: the commander of Cartwright’s Cavaliers. 

His chest still ached some days when the weather changed or they were on strange atmospheric worlds. The place where the opSha controlled by Minerva had plunged its blade, just barely missing his heart, but nicking his descending aorta. 

He’d dropped in with the Cavaliers to stop the riots and fighting in Austin, Texas—what he’d initially believed to be a United States’ action to destabilize Texas and, by proxy, the still-new Terran Federation Jim had helped bring to life. It turned out to be Minerva, the Science Guild SI, making yet another attack on his life. The fucking thing didn’t know when to quit. 

Ziva had saved him. Of course, she was the reason he’d rushed down there with a platoon of Cavaliers in the first place. She’d been working for the Cavaliers’ intelligence department back then, and she’d figured out the ‘riots’ were about to happen. 

Ziva had come upon him alone—the rest of his squad neutralized by a directed EMP attack—fighting a group of SI-controlled CASPers. He’d defeated them, though only barely, his suit torn apart and the cockpit cover torn off. The opSha running the operation had attacked him, climbing inside the suit and stabbing him in the heart. The rage monster inside him hadn’t considered survival as the blade struck home; he’d ripped the alien’s throat out with his teeth instead. Ziva arrived after he’d collapsed and used her own pinplants and the access codes to his he’d given her to trigger his Section 51 nanites. 

Unfortunately, she’d also jabbed him with his suit’s medical nanites. The two versions of microscopic robot healers hadn’t exactly gotten along. At least, that’s what the experts told him. The opSha’s dagger had gouged his spinal cord, and the damage had been improperly repaired. Nothing Human medicine had tried had been successful, and he hadn’t accepted Alexis’ offer to have their Wrogul physician try to fix it. The story his childhood friend, Rick Culper, had relayed about how the Wrogul had cloned multiple copies about him kinda made that prospect... undesirable. 

After he’d left the hospital, he couldn’t walk on his own anymore. Stand, shuffle a little, move around his apartment, but not really walk. He now wore a mechanical assistive mobility system, or MAMS—basically a robotic exoskeleton—a super-advanced descendent of the ones designed at the beginning of the 21st century. It was worn directly against his skin, attached via advanced electromagnets to metallic implants in his legs. They were linked directly to his pinplants via tiny wires running from his waist up to his brain. 

“I feel like Jean-Claude Van Damme,” he’d said when he took his first steps in it four years ago. 

“Who?” the doctor had asked. 

He’d mastered the system quickly; after all, the MAMS had benefitted from CASPer development, and vice versa. It provided just enough power to allow him to (sometimes) forget he needed the machine to walk. Everything worked, just some things not that well. It could have been so much worse, he reminded himself almost every night. 

“Thanks, Colonel,” Private Prescott said. The kid had had the misfortune of having Khatash as his first mission out of the training company, also known as cadre. He’d done fine, until a heavy laser gave him a through-and-through to his abdomen. He’d need some work to repair his small intestines. 

“What for, Private?” 

“You don’t remember, sir?” 

Jim had to think, then use his pinplants to scan the AAR—the after action report—filed by the man’s platoon sergeant. He cursed himself for not remembering. “It’s okay, Private. I was on the spot, so I helped.” 

Tears fill the young man’s eyes. The private, Sam Prescott, had been on the ground, his CASPer barely working. The same shot that had burned through his guts also took out half the actuators in his suit. He was struggling to clear the line of fire while screaming in pain. Jim had blazed in on his jumpjets, landing between Sam and the enemy, using his arm laser shield to cover them both while his platoon mates moved him. 

“I did what Cavaliers do,” Jim said quietly. “We’re family, son.”

“L-lead the c-charge, sir!” Prescott said between sobs. Jim patted him on the shoulder and moved aft. Sam Prescott was 22, just three years younger than Jim. Three fucking years. Of course, Jim had started at just 19. Six years as a merc was a long time, truth be told. The average before death or retirement was four. Back in the day of Jim Cartwright the First, it was 18 months. Most didn’t retire. 

The Phoenix did a short landing at the Cavaliers’ HQ—the former Houston Hobby Airport—taxied to the hangar, and powered down. The pilot dropped the ramp, and Jim walked down into the cool winter air. Afternoon in the Houston winter was still 18 Celsius, with the humidity hovering around 90%. Even after a hundred alien worlds, Houston weather still sucked year-round.

Sweat was already running off his face by the time he reached his apartment in the former control tower. The inside air conditioning hit him like a physical punch. He wasn’t sure if it felt as good as it used to when he’d weighed a lot more. 

Jim tossed his duffel on the floor as soon as he closed the door at the top of the tower. The room was unchanged from when he first moved in years ago. The lights had come on as soon as he entered, and he was struck by how quiet it was.

Walking into the sunken living room, he kicked something. Bending, he picked up a toy spaceship, one of Thaddeus’ toys. He must have forgotten it the night after their terrible fight. The night it all ended, and he said things he could never take back. Jim held the toy for a long time. Eventually, he put it on the glass coffee table, which held his old collection of ponies and other memorabilia, then he went up to his room. 

On the landing, he stopped, senses alert. Something wasn’t right. Another toy on the floor. He picked it up and walked quietly. The guest room door was ajar, and inside, the little bed was occupied by the gently snoring figure of four-year-old Thaddeus. He went in and gently brushed his son’s brown hair from his face. The boy didn’t stir. Like all children his age, he slept the peaceful slumber of true innocence. 

He put the toy on the headboard and exited, walking down the hall to the master suite. This door was also slightly ajar, as he knew it would be. He pushed it slowly open to reveal the nubile figure of a woman sleeping in his bed. Ziva came alert an instant after he saw her, something he’d become used to seeing. She blinked, looking at him. 

“I didn’t think you’d be back yet from Khatash,” he said. 

“I wanted you to see Thaddeus after the fight, you know.” She blushed. “The battle, I mean.” 

“I know what you meant,” he said quietly. She got up, all grace and fluid movement, and suddenly the pain of being away from her crashed over him like a wave. He fell to his knees, the robotic exoskeleton whining and making a loud clank as he hit. He sobbed, his whole body shaking. She was next to him in an instant. 

“What? What’s wrong?”

“I’m such a fucking mess,” he cried, forcing himself to look up at her. “I said the stupidest shit when you left, and I didn’t know how to take it back, then the whole operation, I avoided having to talk to you because...”

“Why?” she asked, her voice like wind on silk just a meter away. 

He forced himself to look up into her eyes, his vision blurred by his tears. “Because I love you, Ziva. I love you more than life itself, and I’ve never been brave enough to say it.”

He felt himself falling apart, then falling over. But she was there, supporting him, her lips kissing away the tears. He shook his head, and she stopped him. 

“It’s okay,” she said. 

“Is it?”

“Yes, because I love you, too, Jim. I would never have had a child with you if I didn’t.” 

His head came back up, and he locked eyes with her. One of the many things he loved about her was the woman’s inability to lie, even if she tried. Her cat’s-eye pupils held his, the gaze pure and soft. The rage the last time he’d seen her was gone. She was unbuckling his exoskeleton, her fingers nimble and filled with need. Her lips felt like fire on his. 

“Why?”

“Because I want to,” she said. Ziva helped him to stand, then led him to the bed. “Let’s start over?”

“I’d like that,” he said and turned off the light. 

* * *
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Mercenary Guild High Command, Lytoshaan

Prava sighed as she marched toward the building. The Merc Guild High Command was a large building in an area of the planet that was restricted to any race other than Veetanho. The building was an exact copy of the Merc Guild Headquarters on Capital Planet—which it should be, since the Capital Planet version had been built according to the plans for the one in front of her. The only difference was that Capital Planet’s headquarters building had fewer holding levels. Hopefully, this trip wouldn’t find her exiled to the detention facilities in the building in front of her.

She walked through the large doors, and her ID was checked by two alert guards. “I’ve been expecting you,” one of them said in a strangely modified voice, its eyes glassy. “I am meeting with the Veetanho General Staff. Come and join us.”

“I am on my way, Lord Dunamis,” Prava said, bowing.

“See that you are.” Focus returned to the guard’s eyes, and she waved her through. “You may proceed,” she added in a rougher, more normal tone.

Prava nodded and walked through the corridors to what would have been the Council Chambers—if she were on Capital Planet—and entered the space. The large conference room had six rows of stadium seating, but all of it was fitted with seats for Veetanho; there were none of the benches or forms of furniture the other races used. Similarly, the displays along the walls depicted only Veetanho victories; there were no other races represented. 

At the front of the large, open room—in place of the table where the Inner Council sat—was a dais with a throne sitting on it, in which sat a Veetanho. Dunamis. The Veetanho waved her down to the front of the room, past the two rows of now-silent Veetanho who had been in conference with her prior to Prava’s entrance.

She reached the floor in front of Dunamis and bowed. “Greetings, Lord Dunamis.”

The Veetanho sighed. “I had such hopes for you.”

“I am sorry to have failed you, Lord.”

“Oh, I do not mean you, Prava, although you have failed me spectacularly. I meant the Veetanho race in general. I have spent millennia with you, building up your power, only to see it all crumble. Perhaps it would have been better if I had continued to manage the Goltar...”

Prava looked up, her eyes widening. “No, Lord, we are a far better race to lead the Merc Guild. The Goltar are aberrations!”

“I thought the Veetanho were better, but it appears I was mistaken. All I see recently are failures. I put you in the perfect positions to take advantage of opportunities—to crush your enemies—and you have failed, as I said, spectacularly. First, Paka fails to kill Alexis Cromwell.”

“She tried, Lord!”

“She failed! What’s worse is, she intentionally failed! When it came down to it, she twitched—some measure of her actually liked the Human enough that she fought against her programming and didn’t kill the Human outright.”

That was news to Prava and—based on the intake of breath from the Veetanho behind her—news to the Veetanho General Staff as well.

“You are not blameless,” Dunamis accused, her eyes sweeping the generals and admiral behind Prava. “You insisted Stavro knew what she was doing and convinced me to allow her to take over from Seerna. Another failure of the collective Veetanho leadership that I’m coming to realize is endemic to this generation!

“But that is not the end of your failures. Peepo—after all the time I spent with her—allowed the Humans to beat her, despite all the assistance I gave her, and then allowed herself to be killed. By an aberration, no less! If she’d killed all the Depik as instructed, there wouldn’t have been one left to kill her! Then Leeto allowed another Depik to poison her!”

“I thought Leeto—”

“You thought Leeto contracted a disease? Leeto was poisoned by a Depik. I could have saved her; I chose not to because she failed me as well. I gave you the technology to defeat the Depik, and two of the leaders I assigned to eliminate them were instead destroyed by them! You couldn’t even hold onto a planet where most of them were already dead!”

Prava didn’t say anything; there was nothing she could say. Sure, the Humans had come and helped, but bringing them up was contraindicated. They had been given the tools to deal with both races... and they had failed pretty spectacularly in both subduing the Humans and eliminating the Depik.

“And then there’s Seezo, the biggest failure of all.” Dunamis shook her head. “The Goltar did Seezo a favor by killing her. If she’d been returned to Lytoshaan, the dungeons would have rung with her screams for years!

“You have failed me twice,” Dunamis continued, her eyes returning to Prava. “You failed to stop the Merc Guild from going to Kop’ka, and then you allowed them to chase off my SI there. You couldn’t even die as a martyr correctly!”

“I would have, but the Human saved me.”

“It all comes down to the Humans, doesn’t it?” Dunamis said. “In all these failures, the Humans were either actively involved, or acting in cooperation with the Depik. Perhaps it is time I found a new race to manage, since the Humans appear to be so much more capable than the Veetanho.”

“No, Lord,” Prava said. “The Humans have been lucky, but I have tasted the measure of them. They are too arbitrary—too likely to flip on you for the most capricious of reasons. And worse, they will never accept your assistance. The Dusman tried to make them a servitor race, and they said no—they were willing to go to war with the Dusman rather than capitulate to them. They will never willingly accept your assistance.”

“Then they must be destroyed,” Dunamis said, “like they should have been had Peepo not been so incompetent.” Dunamis stared at Prava. “Wait... you have feelings for this Human, Nigel Shirazi?”

“No, Lord, I do not have feelings for him.”

“I see, in fact, that you do. You cannot hide your feelings for him.”

“He did save me, Lord, but that is meaningless. I stand ready to do my duty.”

“Your duty... yes, you shall indeed do your duty.”

“What do you require, Lord?”

“Any attempt to eradicate the Humans and the Depik must begin with the Veetanho back in charge of the Mercenary Guild. The Veetanho must take back the speakership of the guild.” 

“I would cheerfully run the Merc Guild for you, Lord.”

“I’m sure you would; however, you have already had five years of sitting on the Inner Council, and, during that time, you have been unable to wrest control of it from the Goltar.”

“I am sure I—”

“I am sure you will reset the balance, Prava; of that, there is little doubt. I am going to give you a mission that will allow you to redeem all your failures.”

* * *
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Tesadyne System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

“You cannot do that,” complained Captain Jalooska, commander of the heavy freighter Pooshkuu II. “We are here on an official relief mission from the Trade Guild.”

“Is that so?” the voice of the other captain asked. 

“Yes, it is. The working collective on Tesadyne is a Trade Guild facility. By the Galactic Union charter, the Mercenary Guild cannot interfere in other guilds’ official operations.” 

“You might be official, but we aren’t.”

Jalooska stopped, and the eyes on his three pseudopods extended even farther from his shell. Bakulu were one of the most common races found operating starships in the galaxy. From crew to manufacturing, the gastropod-like race had a natural affinity with zero-G environments. Coupled with the ability to operate in vacuum for extended periods without special equipment—their shells being airtight—their race and ships were in high demand. 

“Then it is true that the Guardian Forest mercenary company is working outside Mercenary Guild control?” 

“You Bakulu are a merc race, just like we Maki. You have to make money where you can, since the feckless guild won’t let us.”

“There’s a difference between taking odd jobs and turning pirate, Captain Syshkyl.”

The Maki captain scowled back at Jalooska, who always found mammalian physical expressions incredibly easy to read. What Syshkyl didn’t know was that his family had history with Jalooska. 

“A being has to make a living, Jalooska. Guardian Forest makes credits wherever it can. Just now, it’s squeezing them from a feckless and ill-defended Trade Guild facility.”

Jalooska laughed, all three eyestalks bouncing up and down.

“What’s so funny?” the little Maki snarled over the radio. 

“We’ve had conflicts before; we’ve even worked together previously.” The Maki stopped laughing. “You had a sibling? Yackyl, wasn’t it?” 

“How do you know that?” 

“My previous command was an escort frigate with Quigg du Snoo, one of our own merc companies. We were working with Guardian Forest in the Sulaadar system a number of years ago. Yackyl was a ship’s captain, correct?”

“Captain of a battleship, Ardent Grove, one of our last,” Syshkyl snarled. “Why would you bring this up?” 

“We have a mutual acquaintance,” Jalooska said. “This is an ironic encounter.”

“I do not understand.” 

“Humans.”

“What about them?”

“They have a funny song. One of the lyrics goes like this. ‘Then the Winged Hussars arrived.’” Jalooska could hear the alarms begin to sound on Syshkyl’s CIC. His eyes continued to bounce up and down. 

* * *
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CIC, EMS Pegasus, Tesadyne System

“What do we have, Kev?” asked Alexis Cromwell, captain of EMS Pegasus. 

“We’ve cleared the moon’s orbit, as ordered. The fleet is in formation and battle ready.” Lieutenant Commander Kev Sharp, her XO, was strapped into an acceleration couch like the rest of the command staff in the spherical CIC. Unlike many ship classes in the galaxy, the Egleesius-class battlecruiser’s CIC was a moveable ball, allowing it to rotate to orient the personnel inside so acceleration was always ‘down.’ Alexis had always considered it a gimmicky arrangement, but since the ship had been built more than 20,000 years ago by the Dusman, she hadn’t been consulted. 

“Any details on the aggressors yet?” Alexis asked. 

“I’m getting a full tactical assessment from Captain Jalooska now,” Shefoo said. The Buma comms officer rotated her owl-like head as she examined the voice transmission part of the data. “Captain Jalooska said the pirates are Guardian Forest, and you will remember them?”

Alexis smiled and nodded. “Before your time, Shefoo. When the Trade Guild hired us for this gig and told us Quigg du Snoo would be playing decoy, that was interesting enough. We faced off, Quigg du Snoo and the Hussars, back at the beginning of Omega War. In fact, you could say they were there for the beginning. However, it was Guardian Forest that, by far, got the worst of it.”

“I read the reports and saw the recordings,” said Sofeeka, the elSha tactical commander, or TacCom. “It’s required reading in the Hussars’ war college.” Alexis rolled her eyes, and Sofeeka continued, “You defeated at least 20 Maki capital ships in the first engagement, including critically wounding a battleship, and just with Pegasus.”

“Luck,” she said. And an AI friend.

<I am a type 4 SI, a synthetic intelligence, as I continually remind you,> Ghost said through her pinplants. 

You hadn’t explained that distinction back then, she silently reminded Ghost, then cut off the expected retort. I know, I know, you weren’t allowed to because of your programming.

<The rules I am forced to operate under are difficult to navigate. The English word ‘convoluted’ would best describe them.>

I’m sure, she thought, then spoke to her crew again. “Yoop, do we have an evaluation of the enemy response?” Yoop had only joined the Hussars five years ago, just before the events in the Kop’ka system. When her previous sensors ops, Jesus Lopez, had been killed, Yoop took his place. He was one of the Luth, a race resembling aquatic howler monkeys, who were incapable of breathing air and wore a sort of encounter helmet to let them breathe. The fur on their skin kept them from drying out for a long time. Her race was not a member of the Union, but she’d found her trade working starships, anyway. 

“They have not responded,” Yoop said. Like most Hussars, she used a combination of pinplants to process data and physical controls/displays to increase productivity even further. She was highly competent, hence her continued presence on the flag ship. 

“Cocky, or stupid?” Lieutenant Bainbridge wondered aloud. Mary was the ship’s SitCon, or situation controller, and she helped manage operations between the ship’s various departments, coordinate responses, and manage fleet operations. She was in line for a command of her own, and Alexis was loathe to see her go. Too many ships needed competent command staff, though. 

“From my experience with the Maki, I’d suggest a little of both,” Alexis said. “Mary, order Squadron Alpha to begin acceleration to intercept. Squadron Beta is to take up High Guard over the stargate. Squadron Alpha, launch drones and prepare to engage.”

“Quigg du Snoo are accelerating to clear the threat box,” Yoop said. 

“I have the enemy commander calling,” Shefoo said. 

“Calling to surrender?” Sharp asked. 

Alexis snorted and gestured for comms to put them through. 

“Commander Alexis Cromwell, Winged Hussars.”

“Commander Syshkyl, Guardian Forest. I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

“Not as much as I enjoyed killing your sibling, Syshkyl.” A couple of snorts sounded around the CIC, and the Maki commander’s little eyes bugged out.

“You arrogant Human scum; we were battling in the stars before your race learned to make fire!”

“I’ve heard that one about a hundred times before,” Alexis said and made a dismissive gesture. “This was no more impressive than all the previous times. Admiral Omega of the Izlians had a rather inflated opinion of himself, as well, until I smashed him with an asteroid. Do you have anything useful to say before I do the same to you?” 

Syshkyl muted the transmission while he screamed at his subordinates. 

“What’s he going on about?” Sofeeka asked. 

“Probably wondering if asteroids are about to squish him,” Alexis said, unable to keep the amusement out of her voice. 

“You lie,” he said when he came back. 

“Glad that’s out of the way. Anything else?” 

“How did you get here? We’ve been in system for weeks, and you weren’t here yet, and you surely didn’t arrive at the emergence point.” 

“The Hussars have always had their own ways of doing things.”

“Yeah,” Lieutenant Freep whispered to Sofeeka at her adjacent workstation. “Like a bunch of new ships equipped with hyperspace shunts and an SI that can let us arrive almost anywhere in a system.” The elSha gave Freep a subtle high-five, and the two grinned. Freep had been promoted a few months ago from ensign, one of several SalSha serving in the Winged Hussars. He had the distinction of also being one of the original group uplifted by Sansar Enkh more than six years ago. He’d done his time as crew on a space bomber and decided it wasn’t his thing; flying Pegasus was more his speed, and he excelled at it. 

“Regardless of whatever subterfuge you’ve employed, it won’t save you.” Syshkyl cut the comms, and Alexis shook her head. 

“They never learn.”

“The Maki are attempting to push off to our side to make us overshoot,” Sofeeka said, analyzing the tactical data. 

“Their ships don’t have nearly enough delta-V,” Alexis said. “Freep, kick her in the butt, please.” 

“With pleasure, Captain. Rock-n-roll!” The ship’s High-G Maneuver warning claxon sounded, and a second later, the ancient warship’s fusion torches roared. Along with her, matching the maneuver precisely, four new Hero-class battlecruisers also accelerated. Nearly identical to the Egleesius, they came on in a wedge directly at the Maki. 

The Maki opened fire at extreme range, sending a massive wave of missiles that numbered in the hundreds. Their fleet included 23 of their Bloom­-class frigates, missile boats designed to spearhead assaults or harass enemy fleets with missile barrages. 

“Formation Zeta, Sofeeka,” Alexis said as their threat box filled with hundreds of missiles.

“Formation Zeta, aye,” Sofeeka said and ordered the escorts up.

Alexis had spent the last five years in an intensive ship-building spree, adding more than 150 new ships since the Battle of Morgoth. A large portion of them had replenished the Hussars’ much-reduced fleet of frigates and escort frigates. The Sabre-class frigates were the Hussars’ missile-heavy ships, although she’d only brought a few this time. 

Instead, she preferred the Kingdom-class escort frigate, even if only a few had been completed. They were much faster than most escort frigates, and mounted five 25-gigawatt lasers, centrally located. The new escort frigates mounted the weapons inboard and fired via an ingenious collimator system which allowed them to fire a single beam, several smaller beams, or to split it into hundreds of very small beams, which made it excellent for close escort of the Egleesius- and Hero-class ships.

As soon as the Maki committed to a full missile barrage, the nimble Kingdom-class escorts accelerated at high-G, passing around and through the tight formation of battlecruisers. It would have been considered a high-risk maneuver in most space navies, but the Winged Hussars practiced such operations from the early days of tactical training. Where the Izlians’ tactical doctrine favored heavy warship frontal assaults—the sledgehammer approach—the Hussars were nimble killers, more of a scalpel. It helped that they all had a new operating system, written by Ghost, to coordinate with other Hussars’ ships.

Twelve Kingdom-class escorts took the tip of the spear. Once past their bigger, slower battlecruiser cousins, they took up their own hexagon-shaped formations. The five equally new Sabre-class frigates assumed interlinked shield positions on the Hussars’ flank. As hundreds of Maki missiles came within range, the twelve escort frigates split their fire, each weapon generating twenty 1.25-gigawatt lasers in a sweeping wave of five thousand 300-megawatt lasers, each more than enough to destroy a missile with even a sweeping hit. The advantage of the Kindgoms as anti-missile escort frigates was clear as they swept space clear of the first wave missiles.

“Active missiles are nice,” Alexis said. “At least, until you run into an effective anti-missile laser barrage.” 

The Maki responded with even more missiles.

“Lieutenant Freep,” Alexis said, “I understand you’ve been taking the advanced tactics classes at the war college?” 

“That is correct, Captain.” 

“Have you gotten to the detailed review of Izlian combined fleet tactics?” 

“I read enough to know you loathe the Izlians’ tactics.” 

Alexis chuckled, as did most of the older senior officers. “It isn’t so much that I loathe their tactics as their lack of them. A tactical dogma is not tactics.”

“I’m not sure I understand the difference.” 

She gestured at the central Tri-V. “Their first wave of missiles was not only ineffective, they failed to get a single one through the primary defense screen. What counter to that would make sense?”

“Not even more missiles, obviously,” Freep said. 

Alexis smiled and nodded. “And you would be correct. However, I give you Izlian tactical dogma. ‘Just because a frontal attack is anticipated the first time doesn’t mean it will be the second time’ is what they wrote.”

“If at first you don’t succeed, fail and fail again,” Kev Sharp said. 

“Spoken like an American,” Alexis said and winked at her XO. “Sofeeka, drones, integrate formation Zeta please.” 

The second wave of missiles was considerably bigger. Some missiles did get through the escort frigates, mostly around the edge of their formation. The five Hero-class ships and Pegasus supplemented the anti-missile fire to ensure none of the weapons came within range to damage the capital ships. As the last missile was destroyed, the Hussars’ drones raced out through the debris wave created by the destroyed missiles. 

Thanks to Ghost and Sato, the Winged Hussars’ Raven-class drones were considered among the best in the galaxy. Most races used relatively slow drones, weighed down with heavy shields and weapons. Like their hit hard and evade tactics, the Hussars’ drones were incredibly fast, and uncannily smart. The speed and ability were courtesy of Sato; their intelligence came from Ghost, who wrote their programming. 

In the intervening five years since the last major battle, the Hussars had continued to improve their drones, vastly expanding their shields and integrated networking capability. Ghost no longer had to maintain direct control, which had been a big part of their success in earlier years. They might have the same name, but these were much more formidable. 

As the drones passed through the debris field, they used their built-in shields to avoid suffering any losses. The instant each one cleared the field, they turned off their shields and miniature fusion-powered torches, becoming effectively invisible. Other drones had a similar ability, but none of them were as effective in utilizing this tactic as a cohesive force. Alexis could almost see the Maki commander blinking in surprise. 

“He’s about to learn a lesson his sibling didn’t survive to pass on,” Alexis said. 

“Their cruisers are trying to push through to us,” Bainbridge noted. 

<This tactic is unexpected. Something is unusual.>

“Drones, bypass the escorts,” she ordered, examining the data with her pinplants. “Target those three Stem-class light cruisers screening for the Petal-class battlecruiser.”

“What do you think they’re up to?” Sharp asked. “Trying to bog us down while they escape?”

“No. By now they see our High Guard approaching the stargate. They’re not shooting their way through a screen of nine cruisers and 17 frigates. Syshkyl thinks he has an edge if he can get close enough.” 

“Those Petals only have four 2-terawatt barbettes. I mean, that’s decent configurable forward-facing firepower, but absolutely nothing compared to Pegasus or the Hero-classes with us.”

“He might not know about the Hero-class yet,” Alexis reminded her XO. “They’ve only been in a handful of conflicts over the last five years, and precious few got away to talk about them.”

<The Petal is emitting off-normal high-energy gamma rays.>

Meson weapons.

<Logical.>

“Bainbridge, order all forward elements to rekey shields for meson weapon attacks.” Her SitCon didn’t wait to confirm, but instantly sent out the order. “All drones on the Petal!”

Far past the missile barrage encounter, the coasting drones came alive at the same instant and reignited their fusion torches. Generating a few gigawatts of power, the drones massed but a ton each. With that much power to superheat reaction mass out a fusion torch nozzle, they were capable of in excess of 1,000 Gs of acceleration for up to three minutes. 

The standard loadout for Winged Hussars’ drones was currently lasers, a change from the old days, when they split between a pair of sub-critical ship killers and an optimized particle beam. The reason was the new generation of laser collimators, which were the same ones mounted on the new and improved Legend-class escort frigates. Before, it hadn’t been practical to mount a laser and all the targeting/focusing equipment and get less yield than a particle beam. 

The main advantages of lasers were their rate of fire and precision of targeting. A particle accelerator punched through shields and armor better, but with a rate of fire less than half that of a laser. With the new collimators, the drones could be packed with laser emitters and didn’t need the complex independent targeting systems normally associated with that sort of weapon. Each drone now sported a 500-megawatt laser, which could fire on a 300-degree arc with a pulse rate of five times per second and a 90% duty rate. 

The Hussars’ 130 drones altered course and burned their torches at full power, converging on the Petal-class battlecruiser. When they began firing, their lasers combined for 65 gigawatts of power. That wouldn’t seem like much if you didn’t consider the accuracy of the drone’s fire or the pulse rate and duty cycle. Most ship’s energy weapons fired short, half-second bursts. The drones dumped power into a single section of the warship’s shields, creating a seemingly nonstop barrage of energy. 

The targeted shield failed, and the battlecruiser’s crew attempted to roll. The drones responded seamlessly and instantly, rolling like a flock of birds, continuing to unleash their fire on the ship as they closed and passed. The lasers tore into the Petal’s hull, penetrated the armor, and began to melt internal structure. A string of secondary explosions rippled across the ship’s hull. 

“Oh, that’ll leave a mark,” Sofeeka said, her gecko-like mouth opening in a laugh. 

The other enemy ships attempted to alter their courses to cover the crippled command ship, and their formation fell apart, losing its previous effectiveness. Shields flashed like suns as two Branch-class cruisers nearly collided, only to be pushed back by the power of their defenses. 

“Those cruisers just screwed up their shields,” Bainbridge said. 

Alexis analyzed her vanguard’s facings and thrust. “Mary, tell Kosmalski and Terrance they have targets of opportunity.”

“Roger that,” her SitCon replied and relayed the order. Two of Pegasus’ escorting Hero-class battlecruisers immediately altered their course, the new ships’ powerful reaction thrusters flashing like weapons’ fire as they danced on their center of mass. 

Alexis watched and nodded. The new ships were maneuverable, damned maneuverable. They’d done the best they could to upgrade the Egleesius to match them, but, the truth was, the new ships were faster, better armed, and more maneuverable than their ancestors. 

<I am 20,000 years older, after all.>

I know, just admiring your descendants.

EMS Ensign Janice Kosmalski and EMS Captain Terrance, both named for Winged Hussars who died gallantly in the line of duty, finished their maneuvers and opened their bow doors. The main weapon of the Egleesius-class, as well as the Hero-class, was a 40-terawatt particle accelerator spinal mount. 

They were usually only found as bay weapons on battleships, but some crazy Dusman engineer 20,000 years ago had looked at the massive weapon and said, “Someone should build a ship around this gun.” There were no ships of its class with nearly as big a punch. But it wasn’t just a big gun; the vessel was a long, narrow cigar shape, tapering until her bow was just as wide as the aperture of the spinal mount. Everything about the ship was optimized to use the weapon in offensive operations. They’d been the leading element of a thousand space battles under the Dusman, and for good reason. It was only when the war began to go badly that they’d ended production.

The two weapons fired in unison. They both struck the shieldless Branch-class cruisers’ armored hulls, which might as well have been armored with cheese. The 40 terawatts of particle accelerator energy flash-boiled meter-thick semi-ablative armor, scattering somewhat as it burned through deck after deck of the ships. One of the two was sliced like an avocado, and the two halves spun away, throwing off molten debris. The other one was hulled through the engine room, one of its fusion plants lost containment, and the ship exploded spectacularly. 
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