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To all those who've fought for a cause,

especially the ones who knew it might be a lost cause.
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Terran Federation Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth, Sol System

Jim barely managed not to slam the conference room door with all his might as he exited, instead letting it close on its hydraulic mechanism. “Fucking assholes,” he growled under his breath as he walked into the bustling hallway. A few of the functionaries glanced at him as they rushed by on their own business. Some might have actually recognized him. None dared say anything to the minister of war. His face was a mask of fury. He didn’t care. 

The last three hours of what he’d thought would be a situational meeting with his fellow ministers in the Terran Federation had ended up being anything but. Instead, they’d basically ambushed him. 

“Minister Cartwright, can you explain the logic of the minister of war being directly involved in an assault on a Science Guild facility?” Jim had been caught completely flatfooted. So, he’d responded as he’d learned was best; he went right in, guns blazing. 

“I would think ‘minister of war’ implies combat. It’s in the title.” 

There had been a few chuckles among the other ministers in the closed-door meeting. The Federation prime minister hadn’t been quite as amused. 

“The United States is finally giving in to the inevitable,” she said. “In six months, maybe a year, we might have reunification, something we thought impossible only a few months ago. Brazil has been welcomed into the fold. Minister Cartwright, we don’t need you tilting at alien windmills just now.” 

“The Science Guild was at the center of the plot to sabotage humanity’s technological ability,” Jim said. “I’ve provided the evidence to this end. Federation citizens—mercs—were abducted, duplicated, and used as weapons against us. I’ve also provided the tech needed to neutralize the computer virus they released.” 

“Though not the source of this retro-virus,” the minister of technology said. “You’ve said it wasn’t from the Dusman.” 

Jim nodded. “My source is confidential, and I have complete faith in their ability, as should you.” He had no intention of making that knowledge public. He’d rescued a small group of survivors of a race from slavery, years ago, and considered the matter closed. That is, until they turned up in the Sol system, squatted on an old asteroid mine, and began inventing stuff. The Aku looked a lot like turtles but were possessed of technical acumen rivaling the Dusman, maybe even better. They were humanity’s ally, and Jim intended to keep that alliance a secret if possible. 

“So are you firing me?” Jim had growled. 

“No,” the prime minister said. “The lack of details regarding the minister of war participating directly in armed conflict was an oversight in the governing language. We’ve fixed it. You’re officially forbidden from purposely putting yourself in harm’s way, Minister Cartwright. This meeting is concluded.” 

He continued to mumble to himself all the way to his office. He’d been feeling pretty good about himself, too, until he’d been summoned to the meeting. “More like an official spanking,” he grumbled as he passed his executive assistant. 

“I’m sorry, Minister?” the man asked as Jim passed him. 

“Nothing,” Jim snapped back over his shoulder. “Hold all calls.” He didn’t wait for a response. This door he could slam as hard as he wanted. His assistant barked in alarm as the heavy door thundered closed. It didn’t provide the satisfaction he’d hoped it would. 

Jim plopped into his chair and stared out the window for a while. He fantasized about just quitting, calling them out over their hypocrisy in the press, or even just ignoring their new edict entirely. Ultimately, it was his father’s words from many years ago that made him do nothing. 

“Jim, the Cartwright family has a reputation to uphold. Generations before you have worked hard to make this family what it is today. Never forget that.” 

“What would Dad think if I made a hash of this?” he wondered aloud. Yeah, he already knew. With a sigh, he turned his office Tri-V on and looked over spreadsheets and reports, which was what took up most of his days, anyway. 

After the battle on Morgoth against the ultra-powerful, synthetic intelligence Minerva, the last thing he’d thought he’d be doing was being berated for doing his job and spending day after day going over spreadsheets. 

Amazingly, despite his level of distraction, he got through the mountain of spreadsheets and signed off on an equally large list of reports, and well before dark, which was becoming increasingly unusual. 

Through the huge, armored glass window of his office in the Ministry Building, close to old downtown Houston, Jim could see a pair of Raknar walking stiffly out of the partially completed Raknar facility. The Cavaliers owned many thousands of acres on the outskirts of Houston, part of a trust his father had left for him. That and the ‘museum’ grade equipment stored at the Cavaliers’ exhibits had allowed him to rebuild from the ashes of Peepo’s plot to destroy him. He’d carved off a good-sized chunk for the Dusman to use for setting up the Raknar base. 

One of the things yet to be worked out was how the Raknar and their Dusman manufacturers fit within the force structure of the Terran Federation. They were officially allies now, but the Dusman weren’t mercs. The latter had been made quite clear to Jim. They wouldn’t respond to assist in some contract for credits. They weren’t interested in money.

“We’re here for the coming war with the Kahraman,” Sly had said shortly after their declaration of alliance with humanity. 

“You’re sure there’ll be a war?” Alexis had asked. 

“I’ve dreamed as much,” Seldia had said. A Dusman k’apo, or far talker, also sometimes had prophetic dreams. Splunk should have been one, too, but didn’t have all the gifts. She had, however, had one powerful vision; humanity and the Dusman would be allies one day. If you considered this dream had occurred years before any Dusman even laid eyes on a Human, it was doubly prophetic. 

“When will this war go hot?” Nigel had persisted. 

“We don’t know,” Sly had said. “Only that it draws ever closer. The mayhem your Union has fallen into, the reemergence of synthetic intelligences, all of this bears witness to what is to come. We have scouts searching for the Kahraman in an attempt to ascertain their plan of attack. One has been following their fleet elements after they recently retreated.” 

Jim had met with them several times in the weeks since the alliance began and discussed the Dusman’s efforts on the other colonies. 

“Your own race’s lack of governmental cohesion led us to contact your surviving colonies. We needed recruits for Raknar drivers.” Sly gave an all-too-Human shrug. “You would have eventually been informed.”

“Eventually,” Jim echoed. Nigel rolled his eyes, and Alexis shook her head. Sansar merely observed, as she had since the meetings began. 

With his paperwork finished, Jim turned his attention to his monthly agenda. The brief conflict with the Science Guild had thrown a big, carbon-steel wrench into his plans. He’d been trying to get Earth ready to defend against another attack by the Mercenary Guild, not against SIs. Especially SIs with weapons like that near-C slug-thrower. 

Sitting in his inbox was a recently updated analysis of the weapon from Chiss, the leader of the Aku, whom Jim considered a friend. Chiss reported he’d found an obscure reference to a weapon called a “Mobius Gun,” which bore a significant resemblance to what they’d faced in Morgoth. The GalNet said the weapon had never been built, due to material sciences issues. Since they’d faced it in battle, it seemed once again that Minerva, the Science Guild SI, had simply plucked the invention out of existence and kept it for itself. He shivered as he considered there might be dozens, even hundreds of the weapons hidden throughout the galaxy. Apparently they were really hard to detect when they were just sitting there, hidden inside an asteroid crust, spinning like Satan’s own gyroscope, waiting to destroy entire fleets. 

In the short term, there wasn’t much he could do. At least with the Dusman alliance, he no longer had to worry about an invasion. Splunk had informed him shortly after the formal alliance began that they’d stationed a battlegroup around the emergence point. 

Naturally, there were protests all over Earth within hours of the announcement. He left that to the Ministry of Information. When the press asked him, his response had been, “No comment.” Thankfully, the Federation leadership had approved the alliance with almost no debate. Sometimes making friends with a vastly powerful alien race had its advantages. Jim still suspected there would be more talks. The United States had lodged a formal complaint with the Galactic Union. That made Jim grin; good luck with that.

On his list of to-do items was an upcoming trip to São Paulo for a dedication, then an off-world trip to the surviving Human colonies. He’d been inclined to put the latter off for some time, but after the day’s meeting, he kept it there. He decided to get some sleep; the trip to São Paulo wasn’t something he was looking forward to. 

* * *
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Dusman Cruiser P’Ka, Lunar Orbit, Sol

“Vok’tor?”

J’asa took a second to look up from the slate. She wasn’t used to her new rank; that would probably take some time. “Yes, Ske’i?”

“Courier just brought in this communique from Ch’to.” The young naval officer held out a datachip, one of the highly-secured types, DNA coded and impossible to break. 

J’asa—or Splunk, as she was known by her Human friends—took the chip and looked at it curiously. “Thank you,” she said. The male officer looked at the chip curiously. “Is there something more?”

“I was hoping...”

“Dismissed, Ske’i,” she said and turned back to her slate. She couldn’t hear the officer leave in zero G, but she did hear the door close as confirmation. She grinned a little, her ears curving upward in amusement. The young officer was only curious, and likely excited. They were among the first to come back to normal space in eons, returning in anticipation of completing a war begun eons ago. A war J’asa had dreamed about while still in her creche. 

Alone, she touched a finger to the datachip’s sensor, changing it from blue to clear, then inserted it into her slate. It was a detailed report from As’bak, the ske’ii of scout frigate Ch’to. She’d last visited the Krrkow system and found evidence of the Kahraman, just as the intel from the so-called Mercenary Guild had said. 

Thanks to their new servitors, the KzSha, they’d gained considerable information from the guild. Though the KzSha were not held in favor, they had channels and proxy to a seat on the council. The Kahraman had been trying to invade for an exceptionally long time, and a quiet war of resistance had been fought against them. Considering the pathetic level of technology the Dusman had found upon their return, it was amazing they’d managed to hold them at bay for so long. 

J’asa had been reviewing all the details at her disposal. Though the Dusman had maintained listening posts in normal space, they weren’t truly spies. It was far too risky to actively gather intelligence. Instead, they let it come to them, slowly, over centuries. Understanding the situation in the current day was complicated by what had been lost so long ago. If the Humans understood how limited their new allies’ knowledge was...

The Tri-V behind her enveloped most of the compartment she used for her work. The entire galaxy was represented there, all 100 billion stars. Though it would take considerable enhancement to see them, the data was all there, including files behind each of the explored/known stars. Further, each of the composite arms had metadata attached to them. The Cygnus and Scatum arms, compositely known as the Fourth Arm, was full of blue dots representing unknown information. 

“More than 20,000 years ago, you ran there,” she said to the map. “Ran and slammed the door behind you.” How, she didn’t know. The method used to keep them from coming back was familiar to her, of course. The Dusman had ships equipped with interdiction field generators; all stargates were capable of it, too. Who had originally gone to the effort of interdicting an entire arm of the galaxy was unknown, though she suspected she knew the answer. Furthermore, though many ships in the galaxy had hyperspace shunts, none seemed to have figured out how to use them as interdictors. Their use certainly would alter the face of warfare as it currently existed. Interesting. 

Ske’ii As’bak had been working her way along the edge of the front, the closest the enemy had thus far managed to penetrate from their formerly self-imposed prison. There was too much that didn’t make sense. The addition of the SIs to the equation was both disturbing, and potentially game changing. But she lacked enough information, and needed answers to other mysterious questions. There was only one place to go to get them.

She activated the internship comms. “Ske’ii?” 

“Yes, Vok’tor?” the ship’s master replied immediately. 

“Prepare to transition to 2nd level hyperspace. I need to visit the archives back home.” 

“Understood, Vok’tor. I will make the preparations.” 

She cut the circuit and quickly composed a message to Jim. He wouldn’t understand, but he needed to know she’d be gone for weeks, or even months. The sooner she got this over, the sooner she’d be back. Hopefully with answers. 

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Former Capital of the Earth Republic, São Paulo, Brazil, Earth

Jim tried to pay attention to the speeches given by the various officials, celebrities, and community leaders. He wouldn’t have been there at all, on the second anniversary of the end of the Omega War, if it weren’t for a very recent event; Brazil had finally been accepted into the Terran Federation. 

He’d gone on record as dead set against allowing Brazil to join so soon after the end of the war. The evidence of the old Earth Republic’s complicity in Peepo’s invasion, just like the United States’, was unavoidable and incontrovertible. So much so that in recent elections large numbers of leaders in both countries were summarily shown the door. Jim still wanted to see prosecutions, and, with luck, he’d get them. Later. 

The speaker drew the crowd’s attention to the monument behind him. Jim looked at it. A kilometer long, it was made of a conglomeration of materials. Concrete and steel from ruined buildings, armor and guns from alien invaders, and the remains of destroyed CASPers. To finish it, Jim had donated parts of Sergeant Mays and Aura’s Raknar, and the monument had been constructed on the spot where they’d died. He knew parts of Hargrave’s burned and shredded armor were in there as well. They’d all bled for this memorial. 

Finally, it was his turn to speak. There were almost more people on the VIP stands than in the crowd. Part of the reason was the radiation, of course. The assault he’d led on São Paulo—then the headquarters of Peepo’s armies—had utilized Raknar dropping from orbit. Their fusion-powered descent engines poured out massive amounts of radioactive waste. He hadn’t fully understood the ramifications of this during the attack. 

In intervening years since the attack, Dusman robots had worked hard to reduce the radiation. There were no more hot spots you would die from visiting, though the entire area was still well above background. The same robotic systems had built hundreds of new housing projects, all of this without cost to São Paulo or its people. 

He moved to the podium, dressed in a dark gray business suit, with no sign of his mercenary rank or ministry position. None of that had felt appropriate. 

“Two years ago, we fought a war to free our planet, our very people, from enslavement by Peepo and the Mercenary Guild. They wanted us to fight a war for them, to die for them, and sacrifice our freedom in exchange for this privilege.” 

He looked out at the crowd and saw sadness, regret, some anger, and many other emotions. Memories of the battle there, their defeat, his imprisonment and eventual rescue, followed by the final defeat of Peepo flooded back. He stared at the speech in his pinplants for a long moment, the one his assistant had helped him write, then ignored it. 

“People died,” he said, quieter than he might have if he’d been reading from the speech. “Humans, aliens, men, women, and children. The numbers are inconceivable. We did what we felt needed to be done to liberate our planet. Historians will be dissecting the events of the Omega War for centuries to come, just like all previous wars. All we can hope to do is learn from our mistakes, and keep from repeating them.” 

He left the podium to polite applause he didn’t even hear. He was already thinking ahead to the flight back to Houston, then to space. Instead, he waited as the last of the dignitaries spoke meaningless platitudes while he stared across the war-torn wastes, which had been a combined industrial/residential area before his fist of Raknar had turned it into the beachhead of the invasion of Earth. Much of it would remain like this for years, partly to honor the lost, and partly because it was too dangerous for long-term exposure.

His vision felt like it was blurred, as if he was looking through a murky tank of green algae. The energy bolt lanced down from space, spearing Mays and Aura’s Raknar, and Doom roared in rage, crying for a tidal wave of blood in revenge. 

“Are you okay, Minister Cartwright?” 

Jim shook his head slightly and looked down at the functionary, who was starting at him in concern. 

“Fine,” Jim mumbled, and made a dismissive gesture. “Just the heat.” 

It was indeed hot, though since it was fall in the southern hemisphere, it was no real comparison to spring in Houston. The functionary nodded and turned his attention back to the speeches. 

Finally the blathering was over, and the new president of Brazil, along with the Terran Federation prime minister, officially dedicated the monument to those who’d died in the war. They pressed the activation button, and the monument came to life. 

Not just a sculpture wrought from the remains of war, it was a living testament as well. A surviving fusion powerplant from a destroyed Zuul tank provided the relatively small power necessary, and—carefully managed—would do so for millennia. Two eternal flames lit, composed of live plasma. One tinted blue at the peak of the long monument made to simulate Sau Paolo’s skyline before the war, the other red and at the base. The blue was to commemorate the fighters who fell, and the red the innocent caught between aggressors. Along the left side was a Tri-V display that scrolled the names of all those known dead, along with their total number. 

It currently displayed 173,009, which was the best known worldwide total. But as they watched, it went up by one, then another, then by three. The numerical value was dynamic, and would be constantly updated as new casualties were confirmed, or someone who’d been wounded during the war died. 

The number didn’t include the aliens who’d died, though Jim had fought for that as well. How many alien mercs fought willingly, and how many did so because they had no choice? He felt it left the monument ambiguous at best, and a lie at worst. But it was what it was. Anti-alien sentiment was pretty strong in São Paulo, which was currently trying to decide who they blamed more for their decimated city: Peepo, or Jim Cartwright. 

There was a brief reception after the ceremony was complete. Some refreshments were offered, of which he didn’t partake. Instead, Jim merely moved around the function space inside a newly constructed 5-star hotel, built against the hope of returned tourist trade to Brazil. 

Once he decided he’d spent a sufficient amount of time speaking platitudes to the guests, Jim signaled his security detail and headed for the exit. A few reporters attempted to breach the gauntlet of six burly mercs, all Cavaliers, Jim’s personal guard. Maybe they should have been Terran Federation soldiers. He didn’t really care. He’d fought and bled with these men and women, and trusted them with his life.

“Minister Cartwright, do you feel remorse for what you did to São Paulo?” 

The shouted question was in Portuguese, automatically translated by his pinplants. He didn’t answer. They wouldn’t like his answer. 

A few minutes later he was in the dropship which had brought him down to São Paolo, its rockets roaring as it climbed into the afternoon sky. He had a last glimpse of the monument, now displaying 173,055. Just before they climbed out of view, it advanced again. 

* * *
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Cartwright’s Cavaliers’ HQ, Houston, Texas, Earth

Just over 100 years earlier, prior to first contact and major importations of galactic tech, the flight from São Paolo to Houston would have taken the better part of a day. Thanks to his dropship’s suborbital hop, Jim was taxiing at the Cavaliers’ runway 29 minutes after liftoff. While suborbital flights weren’t yet as common as jets, they were commonplace. 

“Thanks, men,” he said as he unbuckled and tossed the guards a salute. The woman in his security team gave him a wry smile as she returned the salute. “I didn’t forget you, Corporal Boscue.”

“You better not, sir!” 

Despite the rest of the day, he smiled as he exited the dropship. Since he was on his own base, they didn’t accompany him back to the headquarters building. Instead, they waited until he was clear, raised the ramp, and the pilot taxied to the hangar, where they’d unass and debrief. Lieutenant Tony Sullivan, the platoon commander, would expect a full report, then that report would be forwarded to Lieutenant Colonel “Buddha” Kalawai. 

Back in his office, he took a minute to upload his notes from the event out of pinplant storage to his office computer. They were a combination of written notes and a video transcript, encoded directly from his eyes to his pinplants. He’d made it a habit since taking the job. “Never trust politicians,” his father had said. He’d said it often, too.

A knock sounded on the door. “In there, Colonel?” a familiar feminine voice said. 

“Ziva!” he said and got up. She opened the door, a stern look on her face. “Sorry, Lieutenant Ziva. I was looking forward to seeing you tonight.” 

“That’s why I came by. I’m going to have to take a raincheck.”

“Oh, what’s up?” 

“Fssik and I are going to Azure.”

“Part of the Depik project?” 

“Yup,” she said, walking over and sitting on the edge of his desk. 

Their friendship had him in a confused place. Partly because she felt like more than just a friend, and partly because he’d doggedly refused to take even a fractional step past that well-defined friendship. At least he didn’t have to worry about dealing with company scuttlebutt. That’s all he needed—the press getting wind that Colonel/Minster Cartwright was having a relationship with a junior officer, not to mention a woman raised off Earth who was partner to a Depik. 

“You know how long you’ll be gone?” 

“Months, at least.” She saw the disappointed look on his face. “Less than a year, I promise. They need Fssik there, and she wants me nearby.” 

“A year with nothing but scientists and Wrogul to keep you company? Ugh,” he said in mock disgust. 

“There will be other Humans, both scientists and bonded members of clans. We haven’t had many opportunities to get together as a community.” She looked at him, her expression turning serious. “We’re going to talk about Khatash, too.”

Jim was instantly focused. “Are there still survivors there?” 

“Unlikely,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, maybe in a few places, yeah.” She looked at him, seemingly calculating. “When I get back, we can talk more. You’ve got a lot to do; you won’t even know I’m gone.” 

“That’s not true,” he said. “I’ll miss you.” 

“Thanks. I’ll miss you, too.” Then she leaned in and kissed him lightly on the lips. 

Jim felt his cheeks growing hot. “Good thing it’s after hours, or I’d have to put you on report.” 

She snorted and smiled. He loved her smile. “Call it a leave of absence?” 

“Sure,” he agreed. “No problem.” 

They chatted for another minute or two, then she was gone. He still didn’t know how he felt about her. The saying might be overused, but he still considered it complicated. 

After a time, he sat back at his desk, shaking his head and smiling. He quickly went through the remainder of his Cavaliers business. The arrangements he’d requested were in place and ready to go. The last thing was to clear out his personal messages. Jim was surprised to find one from Splunk. 

Jim,

I have to make a trip home to do some research. I’m sorry there wasn’t time to come in person; you were already flying to Brazil. I should be back in a month or two. Please be careful. We’ll have lots of organization to do on the Raknar driver recruitment program we talked about. See you as soon as I can get back.

Vok’tor J’asa

Splunk

It was the first time he’d gotten an email from her. Jim hadn’t known she even knew how to send an email. It seemed only yesterday he’d thought she was a friendly little alien creature who’d helped him survive on an ice planet. It only made sense, since she was really a member of the ancient Dusman race, that she’d know how to send an email. They probably thought it was a quaint way to send messages. 

He checked the stargate log and, sure enough, a Dusman cruiser had been logged as it departed the system two hours ago. He silently wished her luck, wondering if she could sense his thoughts light years distant. The truth was, he didn’t know the extent of the Dusman’s psychic abilities. 

The Dusman far-talkers could communicate complicated messages halfway across the galaxy, instantaneously. Splunk and he shared a link, but only on a sort of empathic level. The other paired Raknar drivers had a link with their Dusman, as well. Maybe he should ask Splunk for more details.

The last item was a message from Chiss. As with all communications from the Aku, it was a physical package delivered via in-system courier. Jim’s main concern was keeping the details of the alien’s presence in the Sol system secret as long as possible. Thus, any correspondence was sent via a secure diplomatic style message case back and forth. Slow, yes, but harder to accidentally stumble across than a radio communication to a supposedly abandoned asteroid installation. 

He used the DNA verification system built into the case and opened it. Inside, he found a datachip and a small case, not much bigger than a satphone. Popping it open revealed a nestled rack of what resembled metallic pipe nibs. 

“Bingo,” he said, setting the case aside and slipping the datachip into his personal slate. The Tri-V activated, and the tortoise-like visage of Chiss appeared. 

“Great Jim Cartwright,” the alien said, bowing his head. 

Jim moaned and rolled his eyes. He’d tried to dissuade them from calling him that, and failed. Chiss continued. 

“These are the upgraded pinplant isolators you have requested—the pinlocks. As previously discussed at our last meeting, we still believe it would be better to modify your pinplants to stop unwanted external communications. However, since you are unwilling to simply fix every pinplant, these are designed to perform the isolation function you requested.”

Jim had to smile. Chiss didn’t understand why you couldn’t just ask every being with pinplants in the galaxy to replace them with a new model because it turned out they were an easy way for a malevolent SI—synthetic intelligence—to take over your brain. 

What worried Jim more than the fact their pinplants were an easy way to turn them into automatons was the fact that all pinplants had that vulnerability. He guessed, since the Science Guild was ultimately responsible for the design of pinplants, including modifying them for use with new species, it only stood to reason Minerva would like such a vulnerability. 

Minerva was the name assigned to the SI behind the Science Guild, a 20,000-year-old ultra-powerful intelligence that had spent the millennia carefully controlling all technological development. Suppressing all technological development might be a better way of saying it. Based on some of the encounters with Minerva, and the less powerful version called Ghost that worked for the Winged Hussars, Jim thought the machine considered all Humans a threat. Its attack on humanity’s computer databases and attempt to lure the Four Horsemen into an ambush had been the result of that sentiment. 

The Horsemen, with Dusman help, had foiled the trap. Then the Aku’s technical acumen had further foiled the attempt to destroy humanity’s computers. In fact, the Aku’s computer specialists had called the attempt “ham fisted.” More and more, the Aku were becoming Jim and humanity’s secret weapon. He had to keep them secret, or they, too, might become the target of Minerva’s wrath. 

Jim’s rapidly growing intelligence network, with help from Sansar Enkh’s already impressive intelligence gathering capabilities, scoured the galaxy for any hint of another move by Minerva against the children of Earth. He lost a lot of sleep waiting for the SI’s counterstrike. Sooner or later, it was only a matter of time. 

“I have to make sure I don’t spend too long off planet,” he mumbled as he examined the gifts from Chiss. The instructions were simple. Click the pinlock in place on your pinlink, the external connection usually located above your ear. They would interface with the user’s pinplants and provide a simple switch. Activating it would filter all external communications. Only outgoing and simple financial transactions weren’t. You could either turn it back on with the same mental switch, or remove the pinlock manually. However, you could activate a feature in the pinlock that made it impossible to remove without the user’s acknowledgement. 

“A forceful attempt to remove the pinlock is likely fatal to the user, as you requested.”

Jim nodded, took a set, and clicked them into place on his own pinlink with a snap. Instantly, a simple menu option appeared on his pinplants’ communications interface menu, just as Chiss had said it would. Under “Security” was the option “Unremovable.” He selected it without thinking about it. He was not going to be turned into a fucking robot for Minerva. 

He put three more pairs into a case from his desk, then into a pocket. The rest he left on his desk and sent a message to the tech department. Chiss had included all the schematics and 3D printing files. He wanted these in mass production and the details sent to the other Horsemen immediately. 

As he stood and stretched, a wry smile crossed his face. Unless he was mistaken, Sansar would have these on every single member of the Golden Horde by this time tomorrow. Good. Ultimately, he wanted them available to every Human and alien ally, after all the Four Horsemen had them. 

“Use these well, Great Jim Cartwright, and we wish you luck on the mission for us.”

Jim nodded in the empty office and sighed. Trying to retrieve the other Aku, still enslaved in the galaxy, was the price of working with them. Oh, Chiss had never made it a condition. Jim doubted the kind-hearted alien had in it him to do such a thing. But he knew they would be greatly disappointed in him if he didn’t. The problem with being the Great Jim Cartwright was you had to live up to a larger-than-life reputation. 

The truth, though, was that his father, Thaddeus, would have rescued them from slavery as well, and wouldn’t have rested until all of them were free. Jim could live with someone not thinking he’d done his best, but he couldn’t deal with the thought of his father thinking he’d done less than physically possible, if not a little bit more. 

Feeling a little morose after São Paulo and Ziva’s departure, Jim decided that what he needed was a real drink. As he never kept anything harder than Coke in his control-tower apartment, this called for a trip into town. He used his pinplants to summon an aerocab, logged out of his workstations, and left the office for the night. 

Not an aficionado of bars, Jim let his fingers do the walking, and used the GalNet. There were 244 distinct bars in the Houston Starport Startown, and another 109 that were also restaurants. He wasn’t into eating by himself, and he wasn’t hungry anyway. Then a name jumped out at him. He grinned as the robotic aerocab landed. 

He used his Yack to unlock the machine and climbed in. Crime had plummeted after the formation of the Federation, but the starport and the adjacent town under its jurisdiction was still a Wild West sort of place, not subject to any of the rules outside its perimeter. He keyed in the destination, and the cab lifted into the air with a scream of ducted fans. 

It set him down in the street a scant five minutes later. He’d had to scan his Yack again as he passed into starport property, of course. While coming and going from the starport was easier since the Federation took over, it was still watched and controlled. Not to keep drugs and weapons— mostly—out, but to keep dangerous aliens out. Veetanho were not welcome in the Federation, except on strict diplomatic missions. 

The aerocab beeped at him as the fans slowed to an idle. “Press release to exit cab.” 

Jim blinked at the display. You only got that warning if the area was...less than safe. His trusty GP-90 was in a shoulder holster under the light-duty jacket he was wearing, so he hit the release. He wondered if the address was wrong when he had to put a hand up to shield his eyes from the swirling garbage as the aerocab took to the air. 

It looked like an old, abandoned strip mall, not at all the place his dad had talked about. Certainly not as storied as the scuttlebutt from mercs he’d talked to over the years. He queried his pinplants again, then looked at the old, rusty street signs. Everything matched up. 

He glanced up at the retreating aerocab clearance lights, shrugged, and walked off the road to the long, abandoned-appearing mall. Jim thought for a second, trying to remember the deal. Something about a blue door? 

He walked until he saw a glass door with blue paper on the inside. Inside the door was the faint outline of a golden lion. “Bingo,” he said. But there was no sign or button to call. He frowned and reached for the door. It seemed locked. Maybe closed? Examining the door and its perimeter, he spotted at least three scanners. Probably meant there were twice that many he couldn’t see.

Out of curiosity, he removed the pinlock after clicking the release in his pinplants. Instantly, he had access to wireless pinlink-style menus. There was a hidden network, which also seemed to argue he was in the right place, because the block looked abandoned. The last thing an abandoned block would have is an expensive, secure network. He replaced the pinlock and thought back to when he’d heard stories about the bar. 

“You go there, just stand in front of the door, and if they want, they’ll let you in,” was what Buddha had said once. Or something like that, Jim thought. The conversation had been a couple years ago, and on another planet. 

So he stood there, waiting. Nothing happened. Shaking his head, he started to turn and leave, then stopped. Out of curiosity, he took out a challenge coin. Mercs always carried one. It was a fast way to have to buy a room full of drinks for other mercs if you didn’t and headed for a bar. He held it up to one of the cameras. 

“Colonel Jim Cartwright, Cartwright’s Cavaliers,” he said clearly. “Look, if I’m missing some ritual, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hunt up one of my mercs, and I don’t know the rules.” 

Bzzzzz! went the door. He grabbed it and pulled. It opened easily. 

“Okay, that worked,” he said and entered. 

Inside, a hallway led downward, then turned slightly. A couple steps in, the door closed behind him with a substantial clunk, locking immediately. He continued down and around the corner. When the door was well behind him, he saw a pair of hulking Lumar waiting by another door. “Hey, guys, you been juicing?” 

“Amusing,” one of them said, making Jim lift an eyebrow. “Welcome to the Lyon’s Den. Do you know the rules?” 

“I’m told the Lyon makes the rules and don’t start any shit.” 

“Close enough,” the Lumar replied. His English was remarkable. “The Lyon offers his regards and welcomes Thaddeus Cartwright’s son.” 

“Thanks,” Jim said. The door opened, and music washed over him. 

As he passed inside, the place didn’t feel much different than most merc pits he’d visited, minus the contract trading part. There was room for at least 50 at the massive, hexagonal bar dominating the center of the room, and at least four times that in all the tables and booths. The current patronage looked like mercs, too, though with many of the booths around the edge being in dim lighting, he could be wrong. 

He half expected the Lyon himself to be washing glasses behind the bar. Of course, that was stupid. Robots appeared to be running the bar, as well as serving food and drinks. He went to the bar and took a stool away from anyone else. 

“Welcome, Colonel Cartwright,” a robot said, rolling over on silent treads. 

“AVA?” he asked the robot, referring to an autonomous virtual assistant. They weren’t as smart as AIs, but had the advantage of not being illegal in the galaxy. The thought of illegal AIs made him shake his head. The more he got behind the curtain, the more he found out the deep dark laws were more like deep dark lies. 

“That is correct. What can I get you?”

“Rum and Coke?” 

“There is a surcharge for the Coke,” the robot told him. 

“Of course. A good spiced rum, please.”

The robot rolled away and returned in a moment. “Your father always wanted the bottle left for him.” One of the robot’s arms placed a plastic ½ liter bottle of Coke on the counter. It was the same type, made with real sugar in old Mexico, his father had left stashed in bars everywhere he went. It made him smile and nod. He tapped his Yack on the robot’s outstretched hand, and 20 credits disappeared from his account. 

The drink was perfectly mixed. Jim wasn’t a big fan of alcohol, but rum and Coke had a place in the list of things he enjoyed. When the first one was gone, the robot brought another tumbler with two fingers of rum, and even poured the Coke to add the correct amount of sugary soda. 

“Ahhh,” he said. His appreciation of the drink was growing. With two drinks in him, he looked around the room. A surprising number of aliens were there. At one table, a trio of elSha were sharing a bowl of worms, while drinking and having a good time. Another table held a single Besquith. It wasn’t covered in scars or heavily-armed, making Jim suspect the alien was a trader. Then, back in one corner, he heard, over the music, the unmistakable roar of Oogar, and they were looking at him. 

He returned their stare for a moment, then all five Oogar got up and walked over to him. A lot of aliens on Earth didn’t think much of him, and this could be a group of them. He was wondering whether his pistol would do more than annoy an Oogar when he suddenly recognized them. 

“You are Cartwright, yes?” 

“That’s me,” Jim said and stood from the stool. All five towered over Jim. The Oogar looked a little like terrestrial bears, except they were bipedal, had arms almost long enough to touch the floor when standing, and were purple. Not just any purple, raging purple. They were also loud, as in, no indoor voice. A deadly merc race, they’d earned the title “Giant Purple Don’t-Care Bears” for many reasons. “And you guys are Purple Rage, right?”

“Yes, we are!” the Oogar who’d spoken said. “We wish thank Cartwright; our music career is going good! We have many concerts and are selling songs on net. We want thank you for help with music.”

“You’re welcome,” Jim said, beaming. When it had become clear many of the aliens on Earth couldn’t get home, some had wanted to stay. The hardcore monolithic mercs were mostly deported to the nearest neutral system with merc pits: Karma. The rest, many of them non-combatants, were allowed to stay. Not all did, but a surprising number stayed. 

Among them was a group of five Oogar brothers, all security specialists, not front-line mercs. They’d had a bellyful of fighting, but they’d all liked music while growing up. They’d discovered a type of music popular in the late 20th and early 21st Centuries called “Metal” and formed a band, naming it Purple Rage. When he’d heard about it, Jim had booked a concert in Houston. It had been wildly successful. He was genuinely glad they’d succeeded, and that success gave many of the resident aliens on Earth hope for a peaceful life.

He chatted with Purple Rage for a few minutes until they went back to their table. Apparently they were planning a concert tour of South America, now that Brazil was part of the Federation. Jim figured the novelty of seeing a giant purple don’t-care bear playing music would take some time to wear off. 

Jim put away a third rum and Coke and an order of chicken wings. The food was exceptional, something he wasn’t expecting. Nobody who’d talked about the Lyon’s Den had said the food was good. He didn’t eat things like wings much anymore, and the rich taste brought back memories. Seemingly a lifetime ago, he’d played video games and snacked on hot wings. The memory seemed almost like someone else’s. 
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