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Krrkow, Krrkow System, The Front

Seesius’i-class frigate Ch’to emerged from hyperspace at the extreme edge of the system’s standard emergence point and instantly went dark. She had entered hyperspace 170 hours before at a high delta-v, emerging with the same velocity and a carefully planned trajectory.

“Report,” Ske’ii As’bak ordered her bridge crew.

The Seesius-class were all frigates, however, her Seesius’i was a special model. Their keels came out of the manufactory identical to the standard missile/laser Seesius’ii and the entirely energy weapon-armed Seesius’ka escort frigates. However, the Seesius’i were moved into another yard for specific fitting out. Equipped with more fusion power plants, hyperspace shunts, and power-hungry, spectrum-bending ECM shields, they were as close to invisible as a starship could manage.

Once rigged for dark ops, the Seesius’i deployed a series of baffled heatsinks as well to save on precious F11 consumption. Among other things, they were intended to operate for months or even years away from resupply. Equipped with a K’apo, or far talker, they were the eyes and ears of the Dusman where conflict was imminent.

“Sensor data shows the remnants of a large space battle. I’m reading a dozen hulks from as many classes.”

“How long ago was the battle?”

“At least three weeks, as much as a month.”

So, the intel is accurate, As’bak thought. “Any sign of our enemy?”

“Working...”

As’bak waited patiently. The Ske’ii of a scout ship needed to be patient. They were the silent service, leaving no trace of their passage. Her ship only sported minimal weaponry, and she never expected to need to use it. Her shields, however, were formidable for such a small ship.

“Confirmed,” the sensor tech said finally. “Hard match on a Type 77-A-class light cruiser.”

On the central Tri-V, a ship appeared. It was essentially intact and showed uncontrolled yaw. After a moment, the reason it was drifting became clear; a missile had detonated against its engineering section, likely nuclear by the amount of damage. The ship, like all their ships, was hideous. A central trunk with seemingly random modules added along its length, a conical forward section where instrumentation and control were located, and an ugly, flared power module on the rear. It took time to identify their ships’ classes because their ships were such a mess.

“Any chance it’s something the Union uses?” She tried not to sneer when she mentioned the galaxy’s current dominant political entity.

“We’ve recorded the Pushtal having the occasional Adversary remnant ship; however, never this complete. Since the cats don’t understand most of the tech, they usually just keep the central core and power systems and weld on replacements when something stymies them.”

As’bak nodded. “So, they’ve been here. Any signs of active movement?”

“Scanning for activity now, Ske’ii,” her Nee’o, or science officer, said. He was like most of the scientists assigned to combat arms, strange. The scientist caste was overly logical and lacking commitment to anything except the sciences. This one was a specialist in high-energy astrophysics and hyperspatial physics. He was also too smart for his own good. “There is a good deal of quantum disturbance still in the region, suggesting a fleet departing within the last two to six weeks. I’m detecting no indications of active monitoring, or even passive sensor drones.”

“Very well. Pilot—”

“Just a moment, Ske’ii,” the science officer interrupted. As’bak wouldn’t have tolerated such behavior from a regular rating, such as the position held by this Nee’o; however, it was a Dusman tradition to afford a Nee’o the respect given an officer aboard ship. She nodded for him to continue. “There is a transport, unknown class, above the primary planet. It has minimal power readings.”

“Why didn’t you mention it before?”

“It has no sensor emissions at all. It appears to be adrift.”

“Very well,” she said and returned to the pilot again. She glanced back at the Nee’o; her ears erect with curiosity. The scientist remained glued to his instrument. “Pilot, alter our course to orbit the primary planet. Course only, maintain velocity.”

“As ordered,” the pilot said, and As’bak felt the gentle pulses of reaction thrusters, which would be all but invisible to a ship even meters away. Slowly, over four hours, Ch’to altered her course until she would intersect with Krrkow for a single, partial orbit. “We’ll just touch its troposphere. Emissions will be minimal, but I couldn’t get even a partial orbit with any less interface.”

“Well done, pilot. Nee’o, gather as much data as possible while we pass.”

“Yes, Ske’ii.”

They drifted for 34 hours, during which the Nee’o never left his post and the Ch’to’s sensors constantly drank in data. Crew watches switched twice in the intervening time. As’bak had to admire the dedication of the scientist; she wondered how many stimulants were involved.

Ch’to fell through Krrkow’s outermost atmosphere at 112 kilometers per second. Her pilot’s plots were perfect, the instruments showed no plasma discharge in the ship’s wake. Unless someone had instruments pointed right at her, nobody would notice the scout’s passage.

“Fascinating,” the Nee’o said without taking his face from the scanner headset.

“What do you see?” As’bak demanded.

“Nothing.” The male turned to stare at her, his ears straight out in amazement, or perhaps shock. “I can detect no life on the planet more advanced than small insects or burrowing mammals.”

“Safe to say the Xlatan are gone?”

“Without a doubt.”

As’bak made a dismissive gesture. “Someone had once thought the genotype had promise, or they wouldn’t have turned the felinoids over to the gene splicers. Well, they are now just another footnote in our report.” She floated back to her command station, deep in thought. “What of the ship you detected?”

“It is an advanced sensor drone, not a ship,” the Nee’o said. “My intel matches it to one used by the Union Peacemakers. Should I order it destroyed?”

“No, then they would know someone was here. Do not give away our passage. You may do as many passive scans as you want while we pass the planet.”

“Understood, Ske’ii.”

As’bak had been raised to be a starship captain and had served on multiple ships in the Dark Expanse Campaigns before finally being promoted to Ske’ii. Commanding a Seesius’i was prestigious because of the risk. She hadn’t reproduced yet, which increased the prestige. As’bak would be lying if she said she wasn’t hoping for She’ka, or even She’sa. A fleet command would be a crowning achievement, and with war coming...

Back at her command station, she read the reports her K’apo had forwarded from command. Information gained from their contacts within the Union stated the enemy had been beaten back and was retreating into the Fourth Arm, where they’d been held in check since the Betrayal.

The Nee’o continued gathering data, which was built into a full construct by Ch’to’s computers. The planet Krrkow was obliterated. The enemy hadn’t merely killed the Xlatan, they’d murdered the planet. It looked like the biosphere was ruined. It reminded her of the teachings, how things had fallen apart before the Betrayal. Were they going to end the threat presented by the enemy once and for all, or merely pick up where they’d left off so many thousands of years ago?

“Nothing makes sense,” she said to herself. The enemy had devastated Krrkow, and, just weeks later, they were in full retreat. Yet it was an organized retreat. Such back and forth had happened with the feckless Mercenary Guild holding them back for eons. However, the enemy had made major advances in recent years and had threatened to break the final line of defenses. Even with some young Sha races working for them, the Mercenary Guild had been losing. Until now.

But it made no sense.

“We’ve left orbit,” her pilot said. “Orders, Ske’ii?”

She examined the Tri-V galactic map centered on their current location in the core region just outside the 4th arm. “Refuel at the minor gas giant while I prepare a message for K’apo to send to command. Afterward, set course for the Pllak system,” she ordered. Let’s see about this retreat.

* * * * *
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Dusman Facility, Cartwright’s Cavaliers Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

The meeting with the Dusman was barely a few minutes old when it turned deadly serious. The Humans came in wanting answers, and still the Dusman resisted. Jim finally laid their cards on the table.

“We don’t proceed without your coming clean,” Jim said suddenly. The other three Horsemen commanders looked a little surprised, but only for a second. Then they were all nodding.

“Is this how you want it to be?” Sly asked.

“Yes,” Jim said.

“Yes, it is,” Sansar agreed.

“Correct,” Alexis said.

“You’re damned right,” Nigel said last, crossing his arms defiantly.

“Very well,” Sly said. “We’ll tell you everything, once you are our servitors.”

A long, pregnant pause followed. To Jim, it felt like an hour; in reality, it wasn’t quite a minute.

“What exactly is a servitor?” Sansar finally asked.

“Slave race,” Alexis said darkly.

“That is not right,” Sly said. “A servitor race pledges itself to the Dusman, to do our will as we require. In return, we protect the servitors.”

“Well, that’s completely different,” Nigel said. Jim thought the sarcasm was thick enough to cut with a knife. Sly, on the other hand, apparently didn’t catch it and nodded in agreement. Splunk rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“The official declaration of servitor would do little to change our relationship,” Sly said, trudging onward. “We have already committed to protecting you. The Raknar we’ve brought speaks to this fact. You will not fear the Mercenary Guild’s machinations with these weapons helping guard you.”

“You sent soldiers to guard me,” Nigel said. “They gave their lives to protect me. Yet you want us to be your servants?”

“You are vital to the galaxy,” Seldia said loudly. She put her hands on the table and looked at the Humans. “My crèche mate, J’apo, saw this. She doesn’t have the gift of far-talking, but she does have the gift of prophecy our line has had for all time.”

“We’re not here to speak of prophecy,” Cheef said, the scorn in the last word evident. “This meeting was to discuss the Human’s position for the future and how we should proceed if we are to undo what transpired in the Betrayal.”

“There it is again,” Jim said. “Betrayal.”

Cheef’s tiny mouth became a thin line of annoyance, and his ears quivered.

“I think it’s a reference to the Great Galactic War,” Alexis said.

“We’ve made the offer,” Sly said. “It isn’t customary for us to share a great deal of our secrets with servitors; however, it is clear you are important.” He glanced at Seldia who smiled hugely, her ears almost forming a heart shape above her head. Jim nearly laughed out loud at the scene. “What have you to say?”

Jim looked at his fellow Horsemen, who glanced at him and each other in turn. The tiny shakes of their heads, and the malevolent scowl from Nigel, said it all.

“We’re not inclined to take you up on that offer at this point,” he said. Splunk caught his eye, the look on her face so imploring that he almost said something more. Almost.

“Very well,” Sly said, getting up. “For now, our relationship will remain as nominal allies.”

“What does nominal mean?” Sansar asked.

“It means, unlike servitors, we’re allies as long as it serves our purposes.” The Dusman all stood and left.

The meeting was over.

* * *
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Ground Shuttle, Cartwright’s Cavaliers Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

“Well, that was a lot of bullshit and a huge waste of time,” Nigel said as they traveled back to the Cavaliers’ main office. “Be their bitches? I don’t think so.”

“I don’t know...” Jim said. “They have shown some amazing capabilities. We don’t know where they’re getting all of it, or manufacturing their ships, or...” He shook his head. “I don’t think we want to piss them off.”

“Well, if—”

“No,” Sansar said, cutting Nigel off. “You’re right; we don’t want to piss them off. Especially since we don’t know the full extent of their technology or their resources.” In her mind’s eye, a star went supernova, wiping out its entire system. “The technologies they had in the Great Galactic War were enough to wipe out planets and entire systems; if they still have that, they would be formidable enemies.”

Alexis shook her head. “Not formidable enemies; unstoppable ones. We’ve made progress on some of the technology we brought back from 2nd Level Hyperspace, but we don’t have anything like what they do. Worse, my top technician for integrating the 2nd Level Hyperspace technology has gone missing, which means our integration of it is almost at a standstill.”

“We need to tread lightly with them,” Jim said. “The planet is a mess—hell, the galaxy is a mess—and we don’t have the resources available for another war, much less a war against technology we barely understand.”

“Well, I’ve got some good news there, anyway,” Nigel said. “The information I received from the Merc Guild office says that the war against the Kahraman has ended.”

“The war against the Kahraman?” Sansar asked. She blinked once as she accessed the data in her pinplants. With six pinplants, it only took the span of an eye blink. “I realize I’ve been on the ass end of the galaxy for a while, but when did we go to war with the Kahraman?”

Nigel chuckled. “Apparently, we’ve been at war with them for quite some time; the Merc Guild—or maybe just the Veetanho—didn’t want to tell us about it.”

“What?”

Nigel shook his head. “The reason no one goes to the Fourth Arm? It’s the home of the Kahraman. They’ve been trying to push out of it for some time, and the Veetanho have been using the Merc Guild’s resources to fight them. You know how there are a number of merc races you never hear about? That’s because they’re all fighting on the Front.” He shrugged. “They were losing, too, up until recently.”

“What happened?”

“We’re not sure,” Alexis said, taking up the story. “A ship returned—supposedly from the Front—and said the war was over. It didn’t make a lot of sense, though, because the Kahraman had just won a big battle where they wiped out the Xlatan—”

“The Xlatan?” Sansar blinked. “Oh, big centaur-like cats, provisional members to the Merc Guild?”

“Those are the ones,” Alexis said, “although they aren’t provisional members anymore. The Kahraman wiped all life from their planet, but then poof! The Kahraman withdrew. The guild classified all the info until it could get independent confirmation.”

“Why would they withdraw if they had won, though? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Alexis said, “but the members of the guild are so happy the war is over, they don’t seem to be worrying too much about why it happened.”

“How do we know it’s actually over?” Sansar asked. “If we never knew it was going on in the first place, could all of this be a ploy by the Veetanho to...” She shrugged. “I don’t know what advantage they’d gain from it. Maybe to get back into power?”

Nigel shrugged.

“Maybe,” Alexis allowed.

Nigel chuckled and everyone turned to look at him.

“Are you okay?” Jim asked, obviously concerned.

“Yeah. I was just thinking about the announcement of the end of the war. If it’s a ploy by the Veetanho, it’s something that is far more creative than anything we’ve ever seen from them before.”

“What do you mean?” Jim asked. “They are excellent tacticians.”

“The ship that brought the news was commanded by a BotSha,” Nigel said, shaking his head.

“And what’s that? I’ve never heard of them.”

“Well, if you believe the voice that was purported to be the captain of the ship, they are bottlenose dolphins—from Earth!—who were uplifted some time ago.”

“How is that possible?” Sansar asked. “The only uplifter I know about on Earth is with the SalSha. Please, please, please tell me they didn’t do this?”

Alexis shook her head. “No, this happened sixty years ago, or even longer. Somehow, someone grabbed some dolphins, uplifted them, and then threw them into the war against the Kahraman.”

“Why would they do that?” Jim asked, his brows knitting. “How would dolphins help?”

“The SalSha are excellent pilots,” Sansar said. “They evolved in water, so they naturally think in three dimensions. Maybe the dolphins, or BotSha, have similar skills.”

Nigel shrugged. “I don’t know, and we didn’t get to talk to them. The BotSha swear they were offered merc status if they would fight the war, but the guild didn’t want to just bestow it on them without any documentation. Apparently, the deal was made with the Veetanho—”

“Who probably lied to them,” Jim cut in.

“—who lied to them,” Nigel confirmed. “The Veetanho Speaker at the time apparently said, ‘Trust me,’ and they were too gullible not to. They signed on to fight the war, and now, when it looks like the war’s over, they want the status they were promised.”

“So, what happened?” Sansar asked. She’d searched the internet and found an early Aethernet article about a company taking some dolphins off-planet—just ahead of the law coming after them—but that group had disappeared. The news media had shrugged their collective shoulders; it looked like just another loss in the diaspora of Humans going to the stars. Many other groups had gone out and disappeared. Were these the same dolphins? If so, there was obviously a lot more to their story.

“The guild sent the ship back to the front before we could talk to them,” Alexis said. “They are supposed to lead the Bakulu ship to where the final battles were so they could get confirmation of the war’s end.” She shook her head. “I think most of the merc races don’t want to deal with the BotSha. There are already not enough contracts to go around, and they don’t want to add a young, hungry race to the mix.”

“Especially another one likely to be allied with Earth,” Jim added.

“Which gets us back to my original point,” Nigel said. “It looks like we’ll be able to start taking contracts again. I have to go back to Capital Planet to help oversee the process.”

“You mean, ‘To ensure we don’t get screwed,’ I think,” Alexis said.

“Yeah, that.”

“Are you taking Gob with you?” Jim asked.

Sansar hoped the answer was “no,” as she’d wanted to have another talk with the alien. The HecSha had been a member of the Blazer team that had been the first to come to Earth. He’d stayed in the system ever since and had been part of the effort to wipe out the Human mercenary organization by introducing a virus into the paint used on the mercs’ CASPers. Although ultimately unsuccessful, it had killed a number of mercs, as well as their families, as had an early, more general virus that was released into the population of Earth.

“As much as I’d like to leave him here to rot, yeah, I’ll take him. You’re right; he may be useful in case I need a witness to corroborate the data.”

“Are you going back with him to Capital Planet?” Jim asked Alexis.

Alexis shook her head. “As much as I don’t want him there by himself, I can’t think of a worse place to take my—”

“Our,” Nigel interrupted.

“—our children,” Alexis finished with a smile. “I’m going back to New Warsaw for a while. I’ll leave Lieutenant Commander Christoff Kosmalski, captain of EMS Sphinx, here as the Winged Hussars’ liaison while I’m gone.”

The shuttle pulled up in front of the Cavaliers’ main offices and everyone got out.

As the group split up to go their separate ways, a call came in to Sansar’s pinplant. “Hi, Colonel,” Lieutenant Colonel James Good said. “Sorry to interrupt you, but I have the watch here at the ops center.”

“What’s happening?” Sansar asked.

“There is a Sumatozou who wants to speak with you. He said he needs to do it in a secure facility.”

“I take it you think I’m going to want to talk to him.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do. He’s a Peacemaker, but he just arrived on a Sumatozou merc ship...without interacting with any of the Peacemaker forces in orbit. It’s almost like he doesn’t want the Peacemakers to know he’s here.”

“Any ideas about what he wants to talk about?”

“No, ma’am; he’s being really close-lipped—or close-trunked, I guess—about it. All he said was that it was vital information to the future of the Golden Horde.”

“Well, I guess I better talk to him then.”

“I thought you might, ma’am.”

“Stand by.” Sansar turned to find Cartwright striding away from her toward his tower. “Jim!”

Cartwright turned back to her. “Yes?”

“Do you have a secure facility I can use? A really big one?”

* * *
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Cartwright’s Cavaliers Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

Jim watched an intel corporal head off with Sansar. Her request for a secure facility was easy to accomplish. There was one in the basement of the old Houston Hobby Airport, constructed by his grandfather as mercs became bigger, more powerful, and greedy. The Horsemen hadn’t held onto their position at the top by allowing competition to steal their secrets.

During the cold war in the mid-20th century, they had constructed an extensive bomb shelter against the possibility of nuclear war. It was more than 1,000 square meters in size and built 20 meters underground. Accessed via stairs and a freight elevator, it was also a fallback shelter for city government in Houston as well as the airport staff.

As the years went by and no cataclysmic war required the shelter—and the bombs became too big to survive, even 20 meters underground—the shelter slowly became storage for civil defense supplies, and then largely abandoned.

Jim’s grandfather had found the shelter after purchasing the dilapidated airport, and he realized the potential of the former bomb shelter. It became the Cavaliers’ SCIF—their secure compartmented information facility. He slowly invested technology on it and by the time Jim took over the Cavaliers, it was pretty advanced, though he’d seldom found any use for it.

The facility should also meet Sansar’s requirements for space, considering the majority of it was open work area lined with computers and recording gear, all isolated from external connections. Hopefully, she’d let him know later what was going on.

When he got off the elevator, Splunk was waiting in her dark red Dusman uniform. She watched him carefully, her ears half up.

“Vok’tor,” Jim said, saluting.

“Don’t be that way, Jim.”

“I doubt you regret how that went,” he said, walking past her to the stairs. His elevator only reached the floor below his apartment in the former airport control tower. It annoyed him enough to not care if she followed him or not. By the sound of her boots on the stairs behind him, she was following.

He entered the code to his door and went inside. A receipt was on the counter showing his weekly meal delivery had taken place. Splunk jumped up on the counter to be closer to his eye level. “What do you want?” he asked.

“For you to understand.”

He’d noticed that lately she didn’t use the little invectives which were so common earlier in their relationship. After years, he now knew they were a form of telepathy, a manifestation of the bond between him and his Raknar partner. All the other Human operators said they shared the same experience after their first Zha Akee.

“I understand you don’t trust us.”

“It isn’t that simple,” she said. He felt her concern.

“Why don’t you explain it to me?”

She looked down, and he sighed. “There’s a lot going on,” she said.

“You think I don’t know that?” he demanded. He pointed out the window where a trio of Raknar were walking, moving in the stilted manner suggesting a maintenance crew rather than drivers. “Tell me how this doesn’t look like an occupation force?”

“We’re here to protect you.”

“To protect your servitors, you mean.” Her eyes narrowed, and for the first time he felt like a child being scolded by a parent. It didn’t help his mood. “You couldn’t have warned me about springing that servitor thing on us?”

“You forced it by insisting on full disclosure,” Splunk said.

“Forced it?” Jim asked. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Are we just going to be your new Lumar, so you can run the Raknar?”

“We recognize you are more than they were,” Splunk said. “The Lumar are a simple race.”

“But we’re not?”

“Clearly,” she said.

“I think we’re the same, just more of a pain to your plans.” She cringed slightly, and he knew he’d hit pay dirt. “You didn’t even tell me about the Kahraman war which has been going on for, how long?”

“Thousands of years,” she said. “Not long after we retreated, they began trying to come back.”

“Where did you retreat to?” She didn’t answer. “You can’t tell me you’ve been on planets like Kash-kah. No matter how well hidden, there weren’t more than a few thousand Dusman there. But it was a good job of camouflage; the locals thought you were just smart animals, as well.”

“Kash-kah was an intel facility,” she said, surprising him. She’d never said much of anything about where he’d found her. “It had a staffing of 120.”

“You weren’t supposed to tell me that, were you?” She shook her head. “Thank you.”

“We, the Dusman, are not your enemy. We’re your only real ally. I wish I could explain it to you.”

“Could we be your enemy?”

She gave him the saddest look he’d ever seen. “Yes,” she said in a whisper. “I wish I could say no, but the answer is yes. For now, we need to begin working to form a full Nova of Raknar here. It is your best bet to keep the Mercenary Guild from doing what they did before.”

“A Nova is 150 Raknar?”

“It’s 140, but we brought 150 so there would be backups. These are very old; some might not work anymore. Parts will arrive. Can you be sure we can bring ships in and out without your government interfering?”

“I’ll be sure Houston Starport is a safe point of entry,” Jim said. “Any more surprises coming?”

“What do you consider a surprise?”

“Oh, another 150 Raknar?”

She smiled slightly. “Nothing so grandiose.” There was a beeping, and Splunk checked a comm unit she kept on her uniform belt. “I have to get to work,” she said. “See you soon.”

Jim watched her head back down the stairs and was struck with a moment of intense memory. Splunk on Kash-kah, shortly after he’d found her. She was standing in the rock cavern watching Jim climb toward the surface. She’d seemed uncertain whether to follow him or not, perhaps afraid to leave her life behind. Strange how fates could reverse and turn everything on its ear.

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Cartwright’s Cavaliers SCIF, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

Sansar met the Sumatozou at the freight elevator. The size and shape of the alien race—the closest Earth equivalent was an African elephant with a bifurcated trunk—dwarfed her, and she’d always been a little hesitant to be around them. Unless her blood was up, anyway. She looked a little closer; the Sumatozou had red stripes on his trunks. A quick Aethernet search indicated this denoted his first-born status. Interesting, she thought. Not only a Peacemaker, but a clan first-born.

“Greetings, Peacemaker,” she said as he strode off the conveyance. “I am Sansar Enkh.”

He nodded to her. “I am Keromnal,” he said. He turned back to the Cavaliers corporal on the elevator. “Thank you for the ride. Stairs are one of the reasons we tend to avoid this planet.”

“You’re welcome,” the corporal said. The elevator doors closed, and Keromnal turned back to Sansar, who led him into the SCIF.

“What can I do for you?” she asked once they were comfortably seated at the conference facility’s meeting table; Sansar in a chair and Keromnal on a large bench.

The alien’s trunks twitched. “I find myself needing...help,” Keromnal said.

Sansar raised an eyebrow when the Sumatozou didn’t continue, and her lips turned up in a half-smile. “Okay...I’m sure there is much more to it than that. A clan first-born shows up and says ‘I need help’ would be one thing, but you are also a Peacemaker. If it was official trouble, you would deputize a bunch of mercs and take care of it. The fact that you haven’t—and that you’ve come to speak to me, in person—is somewhat worrisome. Either it’s something concerning me—” and hopefully not Gray Wolf business, “—or something you need my help with.” Probably the latter, she decided. If it was Gray Wolf business, the Peacemaker probably would have shown up with a major force of bounty hunters.

“Actually, it’s a little of both,” the Peacemaker said. He paused again.

“I’m afraid you’ve got the better of me,” Sansar said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Keromnal’s shoulders slumped, then, with an obvious effort, he took control of himself and straightened. “The short version is, I need your help to rescue your people.”

“My people? I didn’t realize any of them need rescuing. I also didn’t realize that Peacemakers were in the business of rescuing mercenaries.”

“Generally, we aren’t,” he said, his voice stronger than before. Obviously, he’d made up his mind to continue with Sansar.

Now we’re getting somewhere.

“Unfortunately,” Keromnal continued, “the matter is both personal and professional, and I wanted to bring it to you first before I looked elsewhere for assistance.”

“I’m listening.”

The Sumatozou nodded. “Recently, there was a gate control station that had its crew wiped out.”

Sansar’s jaw dropped. “Who would be dumb enough to do that? That’s the quickest way to get banned from using the gates.”

“Yes, but that is not the worst of it. There was a Vergola onboard.”

“I’m sorry—a what? I’m not familiar with what a Vergola is, and I don’t see Vergola mentioned in the Aethernet.”

Keromnal’s trunks fluttered, and he gave a little laugh. “No, you probably wouldn’t. They are a secretive race, seldom seen. The fact of the matter, though, is that they run the Cartography Guild through the Vergola Council.”

“But I thought—”

“You thought the Sumatozou did?” Sansar nodded. “That is what they would like you to believe, and we allow everyone to think so, but in reality, the Vergola run the guild. The fact that someone killed one is an offense the likes of which hasn’t happened for millennia.”

“Perhaps they are so secretive that the person or group that did it didn’t know who they were killing.”

“It is possible, but in this case, I find it unlikely.”

“Who would do such a thing? I imagine the punishment would be severe; at a minimum, I doubt they will ever be allowed to use a gate again.”

“I believe it was a proctor.”

“A proctor?”

“A member of the Science Guild. One who is trained in a variety of infiltration tactics and combat skills.”

“Why would the Science Guild need someone like that?”

The alien chuckled again. “To stop any advances in technology they don’t want to happen.”

Sansar’s jaw dropped again. “But I thought—”

“You thought the Science Guild worked to advance technology? Hardly. They advance what they want and stop anything they don’t. Have you ever wondered why technology hasn’t advanced much in the millennia since the Great War?”

“Some. I’ve also wondered why technology that existed then is no longer in our inventory.”

“Because the Science Guild doesn’t want you to have it.”

Several things clicked into place. Humanity’s inability to come up with the next generation of CASPers. The ships that showed up during the assault on Earth with technology that hadn’t been seen in 20,000 years. Inconsistencies in various technologies. The new hyperspace shunts Nigel had gotten ahold of. Spartan’s hand-built CASPer that had blown up for no discernable reason. She nodded. “That actually makes sense. My question, though, is why are they doing that?”

“I don’t know. I do know, however, that while they have said certain technologies are illegal, they continue to experiment with them. I have just returned from a planet that had live Canavar on it, and I have information that a second world with them existed, too.”

Sansar nodded, trying to keep up with the revelations. “That is...a lot to digest. I guess someone like that—you called him a proctor?—might not be so worried about killing a Vergola, if he had access to other technology which allowed him to bypass the stargates.”

The Sumatozou nodded. “It is a lot to digest, and it brings me back to my purpose in being here.”

Sansar took a deep breath. Here it comes.

“My family is high up in the Cartography Guild,” Keromnal said.

Sansar stared at the red stripes on his trunks.

“I’ll bet you’re wondering why, if my family is high up in the Cartography Guild, is the first-born a member of the Peacemaker Guild?”

Sansar nodded.

“I’m a bit of a black sheep in the family. I also dabbled in the mercenary trade before becoming a Peacemaker, so I have contacts throughout all three of those trades, both legitimate and some that tend to hide from the law. My sister, however, is Cartography Guild, through and through, and she didn’t take the death of the Vergola very well. In fact, her first thought was to hire mercs to go after the killers, without thinking about the outcome of what that contract might be.”

“Warfare between the Cartography Guild and the Science Guild?”

“On a macro scale, yes; her actions could well lead to war between the guilds. There has always been tension between them, and this could easily explode into full-scale warfare.”

“I can see why the Peacemaker Guild might not want to see such an event transpire,” Sansar said. “There are already a number of conflicts involving guilds that seem to be getting worse the longer they are allowed to continue.”

“This one would set the galaxy on fire, if it were allowed to happen.”

“And with your sister as the person who started it, I can see why it’s personal to you.” Sansar shrugged. “What I don’t see, though, is why you want me.”

“I want you because the people she sent to kill the proctor are your forces, led by a Human named Spartan and a SalSha named Thorb. They are going to a system controlled by the Science Guild, and I am sure they are in far over their heads.”

* * *
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Cartwright’s Cavaliers SCIF, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

“Greetings, Peacemaker,” Jim said as he entered the SCIF. He turned to Sansar. “Is there a problem?”

“Colonel Cartwright.” The elephant-like alien nodded, which was about as much as Jim expected from a Peacemaker.

“Yes, we have a big problem,” Sansar said. “Well, I have a big problem; it remains to be seen how much of a problem we—Humans, that is—have. The galaxy may also have a substantial problem if events are allowed to continue.” She brought Jim up to speed on what the Sumatozou had told her.

“That’s a problem, all right,” Jim said after she’d finished. “I assume you aren’t here in an official position as a Peacemaker?”

“No,” he agreed. “I used a rotation here to enforce the ceasefire as a pretext for visiting Earth.” He glanced at Sansar. “Since some of you—what is the term, Horsepeople?—are involved.”

“Horsemen,” Sansar corrected. “It’s just a term to refer to our four most well-known Human merc units.”

“Ah, like the Three Songs of the Zuul?”

Jim accessed the Aethernet via his pinplants. The Zuul “Three Songs” appeared to be both mercs and religious leaders. He decided trying to clarify wasn’t worth the effort. “Somewhat,” he said instead.

The alien nodded his huge head and made an expansive gesture with his trunks. “You are all involved. Should your...Horsemen succeed in their mission, Humans will likely be implicated in actions against the Science Guild. Although I think the far more likely outcome is that the Humans will be destroyed.”

“We’ve done pretty well against the guilds so far and have made enemies of some of them,” Jim said. “Our fight against the Weapons Conglomerate is a good example of that.”

“Hmm,” Keromnal grunted. “The Peacemakers have long known of the secret weapons they used in the war against the Kahraman.”

“You know about the war,” Sansar said, not a question.

“Of course. The Peacemakers have the best intelligence organization in the galaxy.” Sansar’s eyebrow twitched, but the Sumatozou didn’t notice and continued, “Even so, the Science Guild is a far more dangerous adversary than the Weapons Conglomerate. Your best course of action is to stop your people, or quickly extract them if they are already embroiled. You don’t want to bring the enmity of the Science Guild down upon you.”

“I concur with Keromnal,” Sansar said, turning to Jim. “We don’t want to add the Science Guild to our list of enemies at this time; it’s already too long, and we don’t have the resources to fight the enemies we already have on it. I need to get them out—if possible—and I’m going to need a joint task force. I’ve spoken to Alexis and Nigel, and the Hussars are going to send a task force.”

“And, of course, Nigel will want to fight,” Jim said.

Sansar grinned. “You two are becoming fast friends,” she observed. “He did want to fight, but I convinced him that he needed to return to Capital Planet as we discussed. With the Merc Guild starting to take contracts again, we need someone there—even if it’s Nigel—to shepherd our interests.”

“Yeah.” It was Jim’s turn to grin. “We get each other. Like him, there’s no way I can go myself, but I can bolster the forces going by sending Company B under Lieutenant Colonel Kalawai’a.”

“We’re sending forces as well,” Sansar said. She smiled. “The Horsemen are in this to win.”

“I wish I could take command myself,” Jim said. “Between my minister duties and working with the Raknar Corps...”

“The Peacemakers are also aware of your Raknar,” Keromnal said. “As well as your alliance with the Dusman. Those issues aren’t under my cognizance and aren’t things I came here to discuss. I am trying to undo something my sister did, but there will ultimately need to be an accounting for them.”

“Our allies are none of the Peacemakers’ concern,” Jim said, his mouth a narrow line.

“Are you aware they’ve initiated a civil war within the KzSha? The majority of the KzSha merc companies have declared themselves Dusman servants.”

“Servitors,” Sansar corrected.

Keromnal looked at her, then Jim, his tiny eyes wide. “Have you joined them as well? Are you their servitors?”

Jim noticed this time Keromnal said the word correctly. He’d known all along how to pronounce it. You didn’t see a Peacemaker caught off guard very often. He’d dealt with several over the years, though never a Sumatozou Peacemaker.

“That is also between us and the Dusman,” Sansar said.

“Several weeks ago, the Dusman broke a Peacemaker cordon on the Ja-Ku-Tapa system, unearthing an unknown warehouse with hundreds of Raknar. Then they faced down an official Peacemaker squadron with several massive warships and left with the Raknar, along with thousands of KzSha who were under investigation for war crimes against the Aku. You helped the Peacemakers rescue the Aku from the KzSha, if I’m not mistaken, right Colonel Cartwright?”

Jim felt the first twinge of guilt. The Peacemaker knew how to conduct psychological warfare. “I would say this is between you and the Dusman,” Jim said. “If you’d like, I can arrange a meeting.”

Keromnal stared at him for several moments. “This is a dangerous game you are playing,” he said.

“We’re not playing, Peacemaker. Nobody came to our aid when Earth was occupied, and our colonies slaughtered. There were months of fighting and untold thousands died. We’re still trying to put the pieces back together. You Peacemakers only arrived at the end, stopping a decisive outcome by either side. Still, we’re grateful you came, even though it clearly wasn’t in our aid.”

“No, we feared a widening escalation of warfare.” Jim scowled, and Keromnal continued, “We’re Peacemakers.”

“Even if it’s the peace of the grave?”

“I think we’ve veered a little off course here,” Sansar interceded. “The important thing—at least as far as I’m concerned—is that Peacemaker Keromnal brought us the information we need to hopefully get us out of a bad situation with the Science Guild. I did have one other comment on that, though.”

“Yes?” Keromnal asked.

“It sounded like you were already onto the Science Guild station at Morgoth and the illegal activities its sub-facilities were conducting.”

Keromnal nodded. “Yes, I am aware that some of its outpost stations were working on Canavar.”

“So, this really is a Peacemaker mission, not just a rescue mission.”

“In a sense, yes,” the Sumatozou said slowly. “Why are you asking?”

“Well, if it really is a Peacemaker mission, then you can deputize us as your bounty hunters, and we can go there with a modicum of legitimacy in your name.”

“I suppose,” Keromnal replied. “However, I need to remind you that they killed a Vergola to cover up whatever they’re doing. Killing a bounty hunter is at least a step down from that...and more like two or three. If it comes to that, I would shoot first and flash your badge to the corpses.”

“Oh, I’m not so worried about that,” Sansar said with a smile. “I just want to know what the bounty is on them. I would think it would have to be at least fifteen or twenty million credits or so...”

* * *
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Professional Suites, Winged Hussars Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

“We should be planning our wedding,” Nigel whispered into her ear.

Alexis smiled and snuggled against him. His strong arms and taut chest muscles were both exciting and comforting at the same time. There was so little hair on him, unlike the men of New Warsaw, who were mostly of Polish descent. They were furry beasts. It made Nigel feel exotic to her. Not that she’d taken many men to her bed in her adult years. Such activities were her sister’s, Katrina’s, hobby. Suddenly she wondered if naming her daughter Katrina was such a great idea.

“Sometimes fate doesn’t follow any of our plans,” she whispered back.

“You should have been Persian,” he said and smiled.

“Polish/British,” she replied. “I’m just as much a mess as you are.”

“You’ve never told me how a British woman ended up in command of the Winged Hussars. My father said it was some kind of a scandal?”

“Not as scandalous as the history of the Golden Horde,” she gave a little laugh. Or their current history, for that matter. “I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

She looked around the apartment. It was luxurious, in a corporate sort of way, part of the suite of rooms held by the Hussars in Houston for company use. She’d never stayed in one before. Until the Omega War, she’d never set foot on Earth. She’d never felt the need. New Warsaw and the planet they called Home was the heart of the Hussars. Prime Base, the massive space station, felt more like home to her than this world with its higher gravity and nasty humidity.

“I’m glad we had a few hours together,” he said.

“We’re lucky Gina was already here.” Alexis had hired Gina Kowalczy back on New Warsaw when she was recovering from her injuries in the war. Gina was a half cousin several times removed and faithful to the family. Gina’s own grandmother had helped take care of Alexis and Katrina. She hoped the young woman was up to it.

Alexis glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It had been six hours, and Nigel’s departure was in another three.

“My cousins are eager to meet you.”

“I’d like to meet them, too,” Alexis said. She knew all of his close family had been killed in the events that led up to Nigel taking over Asbaran Solutions. Another one of Peepo’s legacies. “Why don’t you think about bringing them to New Warsaw?”

Nigel chuckled. “My dear, many of them have never left New Persia.” He had a contemplative look on his square features. “There are a lot of aliens on New Warsaw. Many of my family have not shared my positive experiences with them.”

“Only the negative ones,” Alexis said. He nodded gravely. “Times are changing,” she noted.

“Faster here than there. I need to spend some time with my people, begin moving them forward. I think I’ll take some of the Lumar with me. They’re a little less alien than most.”

“Only four arms to deal with.”

Nigel laughed again, then he kissed her.

“What’s that for?”

“A man needs a reason to kiss his fiancée?”

Alexis felt something she hadn’t felt in his arms before. Just a hint of it, but she hated herself for it. She got out of their bed and headed for the bathroom. “I need to get a shower,” she said. “I need time to talk with Lieutenant Commander Kosmalski before I go.”

“He was given Sphinx after your old XO was killed?”

“Second in command,” she corrected. “Paka was my XO.”

“The traitor Veetanho,” he said darkly.

“Yes,” she agreed as she adjusted the water temperature and got into the shower.

“Does this mean he will be your new second?”

“Not necessarily,” she said under the hot water. “I assigned Commander Stacy as second in command right after the war, but it’s not permanent. Kosmalski is in the running, as is Drizz. A lot of my senior commanders are dead.” She sighed. “A lot of good men, women, and loyal aliens are dead, and for what? A war we never knew about? Damnit, if Peepo had just told us, we’d probably have helped.” Nigel said something she didn’t hear. “What was that, dear?”

“Nothing,” he replied as he slipped into the shower with her. “Hello, beautiful.” He nuzzled her neck from behind and began to soap her back, working his way downwards.

Ah, youth, she thought as things progressed.

Two hours later they were both dressed in clean uniforms and eating a quick brunch brought up by room service. The smile was back on her face, and Nigel looked quite satisfied with himself. Everything is a conquest to him, she thought, then added a mental shrug. He’d also been cute and endearing with their babies. He would make a great dad.

“I wish I could come with you,” she said.

“Capital Planet is probably more dangerous than most war zones,” Nigel replied, wiping his mouth on a napkin, “and I do not want the babies there. I’ll be fine, though; I have plenty of experience there, and I’ll be taking some of my command staff with me. I’m more worried about Sansar and the rest of them going to Morgoth.”

“I’ll send every marine I can spare when I put together the task force.” She looked at him and pointed with a fork. “Just don’t give away the farm, okay?”

His expression darkened, and he narrowed his eyes. “That was only one time. I’ve done better since then.”

“Yes, you’ve come out of a lot of tight spaces smelling like roses, but we’re digging deeper into the damned guilds, and we don’t know where it ends.”

“You’re a fine one to talk,” he said, taking a drink. “Who rescued you in Kop’ka?”

“I was doing well enough,” she said. He gave her his trademark crooked grin, and she cursed before smiling back at him. “Just do your best with the Merc Guild and tell Sansar to wait for the task force. They’ll only be a week behind her at the rendezvous. Okay?”

“I’ll let her know,” he said. “It would be far better if she had the firepower to back her up.”

“I’ll see to that.” There was a knock at the door. “Enter.”

The door swung open, quickly followed by the wailing of two very unhappy newborns. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Gina said. “I waited as long as I could.”

“Not a problem, Gina,” Alexis said, putting down the spoonful of porridge she’d had halfway to her mouth. She held out her arms, and Gina moved to hand the twins to her. Along with the squealing babies came a pair of bottles.

“Not breastfeeding?” Nigel asked.

“I wish,” Alexis said. “The Cromwell’s have never seemed to manage enough milk for the twins we always seem to have. That and my job, you know.”

Nigel nodded with a hint of disapproval. She remembered how traditional his family was. He was only a few generations from the Iran of the 20th century, where women couldn’t drive, let alone own a mercenary company and fly off to do battle.

“The formula we have now is, quite literally, no different than my milk. Dr. Ramirez took a sample of my milk and produced a perfect match. Other than nibbling on my nipples, they can’t tell the difference.”

“It’s not the same,” he said. “I’ve nibbled on your nipples.” She glanced at him, and he winked at her. She rolled her eyes and chuckled.

Snuggled into the crooks of her arms, she maneuvered a bottle into both their mouths. The twins both had Nigel’s deep hazel eyes which were locked onto her face as they slowly took the offered bottles and began to eat. The resulting silence was pleasant.

“May I hold one?” Nigel asked.

“Of course,” she said. “They’re yours, too.” Without realizing it, she handed Katrina to him. She had his hair as well as his eyes. The switch didn’t bother the baby at all. In fact, she reached out with a pudgy little hand, and Nigel held out a finger to her. Katrina grasped the digit strongly, and he smiled the most beautiful smile she’d ever seen on his face. “You better come back safe from Capital Planet, or I’ll tell them just how crazy their dad was.”

He looked up at her and winked. She shook her head and watched Armin eat contentedly.

* * *
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Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth

“Well, at least we know where Spartan and Thorb have gotten off to,” Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell said with a half-smile.

“In trouble, like always,” Sansar said with a sigh. Like proverbial bad pennies, she’d known all along that they’d turn up at some point—both Thorb and Spartan were survivors—but this was worse than she’d expected.

Have they finally met their match? She had no idea, but she owed it to them for all the things they’d done to take a look. Hopefully, she could bring them home...but if what the Sumatozou had said was true, the odds of them still being alive when she got there were slim. But we have to try.

“What is the status of the Gobi Desert?” Sansar asked.

“It’s in the yards getting the damage you did to it in the Spine Nebula fixed. I’ve let them know there is an immediate need for it, and they’re working to finish what they can and seal up all the holes. They said it will be at least a couple of days.”

Sansar nodded. “That’s fine. It’ll take a couple days to get everyone recalled and hire a few new folks to fill in the gaps. At least we’ll have a core of combat veterans. I just spoke with Gregory Franklin. Looks like all of our senior squad leaders will be staying on, at least for a little while longer.”

Bambi chuckled. “Between bringing them onboard and the last mission to the Spine Nebula, for the first time, the Golden Horde has personnel with experience in offensive operations. Maybe we’ll have to change our charter.”

“Not likely,” Sansar said with a return smile. “We will, however, have to do extensive training, once this is over, to get back to our specialty.”

“When do you suppose that will be? Will the wars ever be over?”

“I don’t know.” Sansar shook her head. “I keep thinking ‘Maybe after this...’ but then something else comes up.”

“Haven’t had any dreams to show you the way?”

“No. I haven’t had any dreams at all since we returned from the Spine Nebula, and I don’t know which scares me more—when I was having them, or now, when I’m not.”

* * *
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Cargo Bay, EMS Gobi Desert, Earth Orbit

The Cartwright’s Cavaliers’ CASPers marched down the back ramp of the shuttle, their magnetic boots keeping them from floating off. As they reached the deck of the cargo bay, they were met by First Sergeant Franklin and Staff Sergeant McCoy. McCoy gave them a “come along” motion and marched to where the Cavaliers’ CASPers would be stowed. Franklin fell in at the end to ensure no one got lost. The last mech in the group, an older Mk 7, stopped to talk to Captain Naran Enkh, who was overseeing the evolution. After a second, she turned and pointed toward Sansar’s position. The mech crossed to stand in front of her.

“Good afternoon, Colonel Enkh,” the mech’s speaker announced as it drew up and saluted. “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Akamai Kalawai’a, but please call me ‘Buddha.’ As I’m sure Colonel Cartwright told you, I’ll be leading the Cavaliers’ contingent. Company B of the Cavaliers is loaded and ready to go.”

“Thanks for joining us,” Sansar said. “Once we get into hyperspace, there will be a briefing on what we know and expect. Until then, please get yourselves settled in. Captain Enkh will be your liaison if you need anything, but if you need me for any reason, feel free to comm me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Buddha replied. “Looking forward to working with you and finding out what this is all about.” He snapped a salute then hurried off after the formation of mechs, using his jets instead of his magnetic boots to get there faster. He obviously had a lot of time in the suit to use the jets as skillfully as he did.

Sansar smiled as she watched him go. The Horsemen were again starting to generate some combat power. If they could complete a few contracts without losses—never a sure thing, even at the best of times—they might be able to rebuild back to where they were before the Omega War. They just needed time and money. Hopefully, Nigel could get the money flowing again. Time, however...she shook her head.

At least they were getting paid to go rescue the missing Horde members. Sansar would have gone even if they hadn’t been, but it was nice to do it on the Peacemakers’ dime.

Buddha caught up to the formation as it went through the passage into the next bay, and she considered everything she knew about him. Although she’d never worked with him personally, he had a stellar reputation, and Jim said he trusted Buddha completely. Trust was in almost as short a supply these days as time and money.

Could they trust what the Peacemaker had said? Maybe. Could they trust the guilds? Definitely not. Could she even trust the members of her own company? While her heart said yes, her head wasn’t as sure. Alexis thought she could trust her XO. She had been wrong, and it had almost cost Alexis her life. At least the Horde knew where its people came from, and that was one of the reasons she wanted to get Spartan and Thorb back. If nothing else, they were two of the people she knew she could trust.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. And thus, it begins again. Once more into the breach.

She toggled her comm. “Captain Parker?”

“Yes, Colonel,” the CO of the Gobi Desert responded almost immediately.

“The last of the Cavaliers are aboard and our last shuttle can join us en route to the stargate. Please break orbit and take us out.”

* * * * *
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CIC, EMS Pegasus, New Warsaw Emergence Area

“We’ve emerged from hyperspace,” the helmsman noted.

“Thank you, Ensign Bain. Are you looking forward to getting back to Durendal?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the helmsman answered. “It’s been nice serving on the flagship, but Pegasus is a lot to handle.”

Alexis smiled. The ensign was in for a surprise; she’d been assigned as the helmsman for one of the new Hero-class ships. Helming Pegasus while Freep was recovering from his injuries had been a test drive. The young woman had performed well.

“Everything okay?” she asked Ghost.

<I sense no abnormalities in the system,> the ancient AI responded. The entity had been mostly quiet during their stay in Sol, and she had wondered what was going on after it left its temporary Human host and returned to living within the ship. To her knowledge, it was the first time in a long time it had done this. It was a sign things were changing.

“We’re being hailed by the picket fleet,” Shefoo said. Alexis preferred having Buma comms officers. The owl-like aliens had a knack for it.

The CIC’s Tri-V displayed the Hussars’ picket fleet, which was monitoring the system’s emergence point. A total of 29 ships were arranged around the spherical area. It was difficult to interdict a system because the emergence point could be up to several light minutes across. New Warsaw’s emergence point was on the smaller side. Even so, ships could pop in and run for the massive asteroid belts. Little did any invader realize, should they elude the interdiction fleet, the asteroid field had thousands of sensors installed throughout it, as well as autonomous defense stations built by the Golden Horde. There was no escape there.

“Pegasus, welcome home!”

“Captain Chigasoolu,” Alexis said. “Thanks. It’s good to be home.” She’d once nicknamed the Bakulu captain of Byczyna Chug. In a quieter time, he’d served as her helmsman on Pegasus along with fellow Bakulu Glicksoolu, known then as Glick. When she’d come into the two battleships, also made and crewed by Bakulu, she’d tasked them to be their commanders. “Commander Stacy has a battleship on interdiction?”

“One at all times,” Captain Chigasoolu replied. “We rotate off every two weeks.”

She examined the fleet’s disposition. It was a lot of their surviving throw weight. Several newly finished frigates were among them. Part of what she’d returned for was to get those manufactories working at capacity. She dearly missed Sato; he could work miracles with the robotic factories.

“Is there a reason for the massive show of force?”

“Commander Stacy wants to debrief you personally on Prime Base.”

“Understood,” she replied. “My escorts are fresh from R&R on Earth; feel free to rotate some of them out to give your escorts a breather.”

“That is greatly appreciated, Commander.”

The comms cut off as Pegasus began accelerating away from the interdiction fleet, leaving the capable captain of EMS Byczyna to handle the logistics of ship movements and Alexis to silently wonder what had happened.

Six hours later, Pegasus was in one of the parking orbits a kilometer from Prime Base. The multi-ringed space station had been the hub of commerce and the defense of New Warsaw since her ancestors settled there. Bigger than Karma Station, the facility was quite capable of defending itself. Even so, when Peepo invaded the system, it had gotten the shit kicked out of it.

Large sections of the space station’s hull had visible patches; in other places, holes and slagged sections were still visible. Here and there welding torches flashed among tiny space-suited workers and support shuttles.

Everything is moving at a snail’s pace, she thought. It was like her Hussars were still in shock or denial at the invasion.

She met Gina and the twins on the shuttle deck. The babies were in their vacuum bassinet, and they were pissed. She felt for them, but realized it was essential. She and Gina were already in a form of spacesuit. The Hussars’ standard shipboard duty uniform functioned as a spacesuit when properly equipped with gloves and a helmet; both carried on an equipment belt. The babies didn’t have spacesuits, so they rode in a pressurized bassinet.

“They’re not happy about this,” Gina said, looking sad and stressed, “and they’re letting us know about it.”

“I think everyone for four decks knows about it,” Alexis said and patted Gina on the shoulder. “It’s okay, we’ll get over to Prime Base quickly enough, and then they’ll be in my apartment. Your belongings were moved into the adjacent space?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gina said.

Alexis nodded as the officer of the deck, Ensign Lana Eastman, waved them toward the shuttle.

“Come back soon, Commander!” she said and saluted. Alexis returned the salute, then she used the deck’s retractable guide ropes to pull herself to the waiting shuttle.

Reaching the handhold on the shuttle, she turned back to see how Gina was doing. Most Hussars who ventured off Home were at least competent in zero G, but they didn’t have to maneuver a bassinette full of squirming babies across a battlecruiser’s shuttle deck. She was doing an excellent job.

Once they were aboard and strapped in, Alexis asked her, “Have you served on a ship?”

“No, ma’am,” Gina said.

Alexis didn’t think the girl had; there was nothing in her record to indicate it. “How did you get so good in zero G?”

“We grew up on Prime Base; the family has a small shop on the middle ring.”

Alexis nodded. There were way too many Kowalczys to keep track of.

The shuttle deck was depressurized, and the outer doors opened to the black. The shuttle released its magnetic grapples and floated free from the deck. The pilots used puffs of gas from the craft’s RCS to nudge them out of the bay. Whoever the pilots were, they weren’t as good as her previous personal pilots. Of course, those pilots were all dead or reassigned.

Even if they weren’t as good, they were still skilled. The shuttle accelerated smoothly away from Pegasus as soon as it was out of the 100-meter thrust exclusion zone used to protect against accidental back-blast damage. As some gravity returned, the infants calmed down in the bassinet. A little bit. Armin held a hand out to her imploringly while Katrina seemed to be accusing her mother of torture. It would have been cute if it wasn’t so heartbreaking.

There were passthroughs to reach into the bassinet, so once they were under thrust Alexis slid her hands into its interior and cuddled the twins as best as she could. It wasn’t much, and clearly the infants didn’t think it was enough.

“I could get a bottle out of the bag,” Gina suggested.

“And clean up puke in zero G? Pass.” For much of the trip from Earth, she’d had Pegasus’ gravity decks extended and the ship spun up. The four decks provided a third of a G at nominal rotation. They didn’t extend far enough to overcome the Coriolis Effect for adults, but the babies didn’t know the difference. The only thing worse than baby puke in zero G was baby shit.

At only a kilometer or so distance, even with the pilot being particularly gentle, the flight was over in 10 minutes. The shuttle clamped onto the deck in Prime Base’s hub, the part which didn’t rotate and thus was in zero G, and they reversed the boarding procedure.

Unlike Pegasus’ landing bay, which only had room for two shuttles, Prime Base’s bay was crowded with dozens of shuttles, cargo movers, and EVA support platforms. Clearly, a lot of personnel were assigned to the space station’s repairs, but not a lot was getting done. In fact, there were only a few dozen people moving around.

“Take the twins to my quarters,” she told Gina. “I’ll be along shortly.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Once the young woman was off the deck, Alexis looked around and made sure the bay wasn’t due to be depressurized soon, then she searched until she found someone with gold stripes on their uniform. “Deck officer!” she called to a man. He turned and looked at her. “Are you on duty?”

“Yes...” he looked annoyed, then saw her pure white hair tied in a ponytail. “Commander!” Alexis put her hand out and used her index finger to gesture “come here.” He floated over to her.

“What the fuck is going on around here?”

“Ma’am?”

Alexis gestured at the vast collection of space vehicles with nobody attending to them. “Why are all these craft just sitting here?”

“Commander...uhm, I don’t know.”

She took note of the tabs on his spacesuit. “Lieutenant, why are you the deck officer?”

“Because I passed the quals and came up on the rotation.”

“Indeed? So maybe, as the bloody deck officer, you should know why the bay is so fucking full?” She used her trained officer’s voice to not yell while at the same time making the lieutenant think she’d screamed at him. He blinked and started to speak, stopped, and started again. “If you open your mouth and say you don’t know, you might want to reconsider your career choice.”

“I can find out,” he said.

“That’s a start.” She looked to where flight ops had been. It was now a charred crater in the wall. “Where’s flight ops? And while you’re at it, who and where is your section chief?”

“T-this way, Commander.” Alexis followed.

She eventually found the section chief, then the officer in charge of Prime Base. Nobody above lieutenant was on the base; all the officers above lieutenant were on ships. After talking to the officers managing Prime Base, supply, and flight, the person she’d left in charge of the system arrived where she waited in the CIC.

“Commander, good to see you.” Commander Stacy looked tired and older. It was no surprise.

“Good to see you too, Commander. Where’s Commander Drizz?”

“He’s on picket, ma’am. You want me to call him in?”

“No, first brief me on what you couldn’t send over comms.”

She nodded and took a seat. The CIC was temporary, a former conference room now crowded with portable Tri-V and comms desks. The staff present held sufficient security clearance for just about anything that would be discussed in such a meeting.

“A week ago, we had an attempted infiltration.”

“Oh,” Alexis said. “Details?”

The tactical officer brought up Tri-V images. “The ship was a light frigate, heavily modified, almost too small for a hyperspace drive. They rigged it for infiltration.” The images showed a frigate that looked like an Izlian design.

<Maki,> Ghost provided. <Thistle-class, though heavily modified.>

“It looks like a Thistle-class,” Alexis volunteered.

The tactical officer nodded. “We thought that as well,” he said. “At least it was in the running.”

Stacy continued. “We had a standard improved picket, per standing orders.”

“Nine ships?” Alexis asked.

“Yes, headed by Hippogriff. It looked like an easy intercept, but then it dropped mass and ran for the asteroid belt.”

“Dropped mass?”

The tactical officer showed the scans. “The ship had six sections added to its hull that it released upon arrival. This let it jump with less power.”

“It accelerated a lot faster than you expected,” Alexis said. The officers all nodded.

“It headed for Sector 3 of the asteroid field,” Stacy explained. “The only sector with almost no remaining sentry drones, listening posts, or automated defenses.”

“So, they had intel from the invasion survivors,” Alexis said.

“Must have, or it was the greatest stroke of luck I’ve ever heard of.”

“How did you stop it?”

“Pure luck. We had a trio of SalSha pilots testing new anti-ship missiles just out of the manufactory. They ran it down and disabled it.”

“What did we learn from the crew?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Stacy said. “They blew their reactor after losing propulsion.”

“On purpose?” Alexis asked. Stacy nodded. “Hard core.”

“No doubt,” Stacy agreed.

“Nothing salvageable?”

“We scooped up what we could. Thing 1 and Thing 2 from the Geek Squad went over it and they’re pretty sure they found parts from a meson weapon.”

Alexis cursed. “Weapons Conglomerate,” she said.

“Do you know what it means?” Stacy asked.

“They’re probably trying to establish some spies to discern if we got anything useful from our last raid. And from the reports I’ve been reading, without Sato or Kleena, there’s been little progress.” A senior tech present nodded confirmation. “I brought back Patrick Leonard. He’s been in a...coma.” She walked around the details carefully. The dark look on Stacy’s face validated her approach. The two had been close before Ghost took over his body during her time as commander, when Alexis was presumed dead and after Commander Lech Kowalczy had been killed.

Alexis had really been hoping Elizabeth Stacy could be the new second in command of the Hussars, but it wasn’t going to work. She consoled herself with the fact that Stacy was an excellent squadron commander. Maybe with tutelage...“Dr. Ramirez said he’s coming along fine, but he wants Nemo to check him over. If everything checks out, I’m going to promote him to head scientist of the Geek Squad.”

Stacy made no comment.

“All right, now to the changes: I’m detaching a squadron to rendezvous with a task force en route to Morgoth. It’s an extraction mission against the Science Guild.” She used her pinplants to show force selection: battlecruisers Hippogriff and Alicorn, cruisers Omaha and Seattle Slew, drone carrier Chimera, escort frigates Excalibur and Glamdring, and frigates Tizona and Tyrfing. “Contact Major Phillip Clark and tell him I need as many marines as he can manage. Get them to Capricorn for squadron duty. Finally, I’m sending Commander Drizz in Nuckelavee in command of the squadron.”

“Can I ask why I’m not being sent?” Stacy asked.

“I want you to stay here and hold the fort,” Alexis explained. “I’m sending off a good part of our throw weight, and we’re sparse on escorts.”

<There will probably be more attempts at infiltration,> Ghost told her.

She expected as much, but it helped having the AI confirm it for her. “They spent too much effort on that infiltration for there not to be more.”

“What about you, Commander?” Stacy asked.

“I’m taking control of the rebuilding and logistical operations. I think this is going to require an experienced hand. You’ve done as well as you could.” Alexis didn’t want it to be an outright dressing down, but at the same time she needed Stacy to know she wasn’t happy with the results. “We can talk in more detail once we have the task force launched, and I’m settled in.” Yeah, she isn’t happy at all. Alexis turned to the logistics staff next.

It was another six hours before she floated into her suite of apartments. Luckily, the fighting had never reached the living section of the ring. The attackers had inside information from Paka, so they’d gone straight for the defenses and the station’s CIC. Her quarters were in the ring which would normally have been two-third G, but gravity was currently only a half G. Structural damage to one of the four main spokes had not been repaired, so they couldn’t spin it to the designed speed. Sadly, those repairs were at the bottom of the list.

Gina was on the couch with the twins lying on her. All three were snoring. Alexis gently took the babies, one at a time, and went into the middle room. It had been a meeting room, which she’d ordered converted to a nursery. This, at least, had been done. She noted the paint still smelled fresh. The double crib looked new and there were ample supplies of linens and clothes for the twins. Gina had seen to the orders and sent them on a regular courier from Earth.

“I should put her in charge of logistics,” Alexis muttered. The hours-long meeting with the team in charge of managing the repairs made her almost nostalgic for the infamous Lieutenant Sommerkorn. He hadn’t been incompetent, just unable to focus on more than one task. The lieutenant in charge of the logistics operation in New Warsaw had been an engineer on Hippogriff before being injured. Now unsuitable for shipboard duty, he was helping out ashore. He should have been supervising with repairs to the station, not running the whole logistics game.

Sadly, it all came down to her senior officer in the system. Commander Stacy had proven herself an extremely competent commanding officer and tactician. However, the same couldn’t be said of her ability to manage a task the magnitude of maintaining the system and repairing war damage.

Plus, Alexis couldn’t send her off in charge of the support mission with Sansar to rescue her people. That would be perceived as a reward, and her performance in managing the repairs at New Warsaw didn’t justify any sort of a reward. Maybe the opposite. No, I can’t penalize someone for operating outside their ability.

She tucked the twins into the crib and gently brushed her lips across their foreheads. The two sleeping babies found each other and held hands, making her heart melt. She had no memories of being so loving with her sister, Katrina. By the time she had learned to appreciate her, as an adult, Katrina was gone shortly after. “You two will be different,” she whispered.

We’ll see, Nigel’s voice whispered in the back of her mind.

The touching moment vanished.

* * *
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Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet

Nigel walked into his room at the Merc Guild. It seemed so much larger—and far emptier—without Alexis. Getting unbroken sleep during the time in transit had been wonderful, and he no longer felt like a zombie, but he missed the babies, too. He sighed. There was no telling when he’d see either Alexis or the babies again.

He’d turned Gob—the HecSha he’d brought back from Earth—over to the penitentiary staff in the headquarters’ sub-basement. They hadn’t let him see the alien incarcerated as he’d wanted. Although somewhat annoying, the refusal had made him smile when they said no one had ever escaped from the jail section before. No, but we broke Sansar out, and you couldn’t stop us. Some of the damage from the assault had still been visible.

A message came in over his comm:

Good to hear you’re back. The Bakulu sent to the Front has just returned. There will be a meeting in two hours. Toyn-Zhyll, Mercenary Guild Speaker.

Nigel had hoped for a night’s sleep prior to having to deal with the aliens. Instead, he dropped his bags and pulled out his slate to start preparing.

* * *
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CIC, EMS Gobi Desert, Emergence Area, Stopover System

With a flash and a brief sensation of falling, though Sansar was buckled into her station, the ship emerged into Stopover System.

“Drones out,” Captain Parker ordered. “Launch two Avengers as well.” He looked over his shoulder at Sansar. “Just in case.”

“You don’t trust the Peacemaker?” Sansar asked.

“Should I?” Before Sansar could answer, Parker continued, “Even if I did trust him—and I don’t think I particularly do—the Peacemaker said that the system was empty.” Sansar nodded. “However, he also said it’s used as a place to stop en route to the Science Guild facility on Morgoth, and that Science Guild vessels transit it.” He paused and raised an eyebrow. Sansar nodded again.

“Right,” Parker said. “So, there may well be Science Guild vessels in the vicinity. Also, our missing SalSha was going to tickle the Science Guild in their facility one jump from here, potentially making them very, very angry. Having operated with SalSha, I know how infuriating they can be. Therefore, anyone here will probably have a bone to pick with any ship registered to the Golden Horde. As such, I want to be prepared in case—once again—I have to take my relatively lightly armed vessel into harm’s way.” 

“Makes sense.” She nodded toward the sensor station. “What have we got?”

“Good question.” He looked at the sensor tech. “What have we got?”

“I’ve got nothing at the moment. It’s just us. No civilization, no ships, nothing.”

“The Hussars aren’t here yet?”

“I don’t see any of their ships.”

Parker looked back to Sansar. “They weren’t supposed to be here for another couple of days,” she said.

“Well, I could hope, anyway,” Parker said, grumbling. Louder he asked, “What are we supposed to do until they arrive?”

“That’s easy,” Sansar said. “We train, and we wait.”

* * *
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Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet

Nigel walked to the front of the room and took his seat, acknowledging the other members who looked at him. While he no longer felt the antipathy he had for aliens in general, there would always be a few races he wasn’t comfortable with. Happily, the MinSha rep had her back to him as he walked by.

“Good news!” Longashooka, the Bakulu rep who sat to his left, said. “The ship we sent to the Front is back.”

Two of the alien’s eyes looked at Nigel while the third looked somewhere behind him, and he fought the urge to look over his shoulder. “So, I heard. How has the contract vetting process been going?”

“Vetting process?”

“Yes. When I left, we were going to start taking contracts again. How is that going?”

“It hasn’t started yet.” All three of his eye stalks slumped.

“What! Why not?”

“Because you have been absent. During the last meeting, the Speaker said that we needed to have agreement on the Council on the process through which we will approve contracts. Since you were gone...”

“There couldn’t be agreement, so he stopped the process again.” Nigel sighed.

“Correct.” The Bakulu’s eye stalks rose again as a new thought came to him. “However, now that you’re back, maybe we can get the process underway again.”

“That would certainly be beneficial.”

Longashooka’s eye stalks bobbed. “For everyone, Human.” The eye looking behind Nigel twitched, and he realized the Bakulu had been watching the door. “The Speaker is here.”

The Veetanho to Nigel’s right, Prava, sat down as the Speaker seated himself. Nigel didn’t waste his breath welcoming her; despite saving her life, she was still always sarcastic to him.

“This session of the Mercenary Guild Council will come to order,” the Speaker said without preamble. He looked down the table at Nigel. “Glad to see you showed up again. We wondered where you’d run off to.”

“We had issues with the Weapons Conglomerate—”

“That’s very nice,” Toyn-Zhyll said, waving a tentacle at Nigel as he cut him off. “I’m sure you will regale us with your exploits at some point, and I’m sure we’re all looking forward to it, but we have other business to attend to today.” His eyes swept the Council table. “Before we get to the primary order of business today—the report from the Front—is there anything else the Council members need to discuss?”

“Yes,” Nigel said after a pause to see if anyone else would speak up. Several of the reps muttered in frustration.

“What is it?” Despite asking for other business, the Speaker’s tone suggested he hadn’t expected—or really wanted—anyone to speak up.

“I’d like to discuss the fact that the Merc Guild has had a post in the Sol star system for almost two hundred years now, and that it was used to try to subjugate us.”

“I am unaware of any such post,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “It does not appear in any of the files I have found so far.”

“Well, it certainly existed,” Nigel replied. “The head of Cartwright’s Cavaliers found it.” He looked at Prava as he said it. If anyone knew about it, she would. The Veetanho looked bored with the conversation and was focused on her slate. Nigel shifted in his seat to see what she was doing, and she angled the screen away from him, but not before he got a quick glimpse. She was playing some sort of first-person shooter game.

“Do you have any sort of evidence of this?” the Speaker asked.

“Yes. We captured the head of the station, a HecSha named Gob.”

“And you say it was being used to subjugate you?” the Flatar rep asked. He chuckled. “Apparently they weren’t very good at it or you have a very different definition of subjugation than I do.”

“Well, I didn’t say it was completely successful,” Nigel said, “but—”

“Is there a point to this?” Prava interrupted. “I’ve seen no indication of the subjugation of the Humans. There was even a war wherein they refused to be subjugated. Can’t we move along to the main order of business?”

“Yes,” the Speaker agreed. “I fail to see how you were held down or even held in check. Why are you bringing this before the council?”

“I’m bringing it before the council because this station was used to kill a large number of Humans and destroy our technology. We demand reparations for the damage caused.”

“But the fact of the matter is I don’t have any evidence—nor do I see any in the records—of the guild using any such station to keep you in check.” The Speaker’s eyes scanned the table, then the audience at large. “Is there anyone aware of such a station or program?”

Silence filled the room.

“How long did you say this station was in existence?” Toyn-Zhyll asked.

“Almost two hundred years.”

“So, all that time, and there is no record of it? No one has heard of it?” the Speaker waved a couple of tentacles. “What evidence is there that the Mercenary Guild was involved with this station?”

“Gob—the station head—said so. He said he came to our system as a Blazer, then stayed to operate the station under the auspices of the Merc Guild.”

“Is it possible he was misled into believing he was operating for us while someone else was actually controlling him?” the Tortantula rep asked.

“Perhaps,” Nigel allowed, “but there was Merc Guild involvement. We have his payment records, and there are large, periodic transfers from the Merc Guild to him.”

“Where is this data?” Toyn-Zhyll asked.

“Sending it now.” Nigel tapped his slate; he already had the message keyed up.

“I have it,” the Speaker said. Several other heads around the table indicated they’d received it, too. “There is a problem, though,” he continued after a few seconds. “I am comparing this to the official records, and I do not see payments being made from the Merc Guild accounts indicated.”

“Well, the records are wrong,” Nigel said.

“Or you’re lying,” Prava said. “The data you sent is obviously forged or inaccurately entered.”
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