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Genghis Kahn Import/Export, Houston, Texas, Earth

“Excuse me, Colonel?

Sansar Enkh looked up from the report to find her XO, Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, standing in the doorway. “Yes?”

“I think you need to come to the ops center. You’re never going to believe this.”

Sansar cast another glance down at the report—a listing of all the secret entrances to the West Potomac Convention Center that her operatives had found—sighed and got up. Security for Jim Cartwright’s “meeting” was going to be...difficult. That many leaders in one spot, to say nothing of the number of people and aliens who wanted to kill Cartwright? Blue Sky!

She sighed again as she walked to the door and followed Bambi down a short corridor and through a reinforced steel door into the command center. The room was a square only 10 meters on a side—not anything like their former command center in Tashkent—but what it lacked in size, it made up for by not being a radioactive hole.

The Tri-V in the center of the room immediately captured her attention, as it showed Earth’s spaceship emergence area. One of the icons was highlighted, with identification codes next to it. As she watched, the technician manipulating the data zoomed in on the icon, and it separated into four separate ships. While two showed as transports, two were warships—a frigate and a light cruiser.

“What do we have?” Sansar asked. “That force is a little thin to be an invasion force. More Peacemakers?”

The war with the Mercenary Guild had just ended a few weeks before—well, not “ended” so much as “put into abeyance by the Peacemakers”—and a fragile truce was in place between the forces the Four Horsemen had brought, the forces under the Merc Guild banner, and all the other combatants in the area. She still wasn’t entirely sure whose side the Earth Republic’s mercenary forces were on.

“Four ships just emerged from hyperspace and are headed toward Earth,” the technician noted.

“I can see that,” Sansar said impatiently. She didn’t have time for riddles; she had too much work to do. “Whose ships are they?”

The wall to the left was covered in flat-panel monitors, and four lit up to show data on the individual ships that were approaching Earth.

“Well, that’s the thing, ma’am,” the tech said, pointing them out. “One of the transports—this one right here—identifies as the Intergalactic Haulers’ Stone Mountain, but the other three have declared themselves to be ours.”

“What do you mean, ours?” Sansar asked. “Earth mercenary ships?”

“No, ma’am. There’s a transport, a frigate, and a light cruiser that say they belong to the Golden Horde.”

“That can’t be. We have a transport out—the War Pony—but we don’t own a frigate or a cruiser.”

“Apparently, we do now. EMS Polybolos, an Izlian Desha-Class frigate, and the light cruiser Sarisa are both saying they are Earth mercenary ships belonging to the Golden Horde. Also, the transport isn’t War Pony, ma’am; it’s the Ocean Trader.”

“Not possible. Get me whoever is in charge of that task force.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Although the technician didn’t appear to be doing anything, Sansar could tell from the twitching of her eyes that she was frantically working through her pinplants to make the requested connection. “Coming up on the main Tri-V now.”

The screen flashed, and the plot of the emergence area changed to the Combat Information Center, or CIC, of one of the ships. From the layout, Sansar guessed it was the transport, although why the leader of the task force would be commanding from the transport was beyond her. A figure stepped in front of the pickup and Sansar recognized...“Captain Nicolos? Is that you?”

Captain Markus “Spartan” Nicolos winced on the viewer. “Yes, ma’am. Captain Nicolos reporting for duty, with some war prizes we captured. Long story, Colonel. I figured they might come in handy, but it looks like things are...relatively...under control. I’m also heavy a full company of CASPers.”

Sansar shook her head. “Captain Nicolos, you have a way of doing the unexpected at the most unexpected of times. I’m sure you have quite the story to tell, and I’m looking forward to getting your full report as soon as you can make it to our new temporary headquarters.”

“I’ll take a shuttle down as soon as we can get one ready.”

“Good. We have implemented an alternate command center in Houston until I decide where to put our new permanent base. I’ll have someone come and meet you at the Houston Starport.”

“Yes, ma’am; I’m on my way.”

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

Spartan walked into Sansar’s office, stood at attention next to the two chairs opposite her desk, and snapped a salute.

Sansar returned the salute and gestured to one of the chairs. “Have a seat, Captain. Welcome home.”

Spartan glanced around the office as he sat. “This is home, ma’am?”

“For now. Things are in a state of flux, as you may have heard.”

“Details have been sketchy out there, ma’am. We’ve just done our best with what we had available. I brought us home as soon as I heard the Peacemakers had gotten involved.”

Sansar nodded and smiled. “It’s good to have you back...but would you care to explain how you came into possession of not one, not two, but three ships?”

Spartan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. The contract in Mollaemia was proceeding on course, and I was pursuing our alternate mission of breaking into the Trade Guild’s systems. The ChrSha have found an interesting facility on Mollaemia, by the way, that I’d like to look at further someday. Anyway, I managed to get into the station’s computers, and thus the guild’s, without too much trouble. I also found out what was happening around the galaxy. Thankfully, we found the nanites in the paint with only one loss. I also spotted the shutdown code in the CASPer software update before it was installed, thanks to Sergeant O’Borne.” He paused for a moment as he thought about his maintenance chief, who was killed in action on the deployment.

He continued, “A Pushtal pirate frigate came into the system trying to extort Guild Station Trua for protection against the dangerous mercenaries from Earth. The Cochkala in charge, who also happened to be Wathayat, disagreed. He bought out the ChrSha’s contract and hired us, along with Captain Sloan’s ship, to take care of the Pushtal. Since I knew we were at war, I decided to take the ship rather than destroying it.”

Sansar held up a hand to stop him. “You ‘decided to take it?’”

“Well, yes, ma’am. There were other factors involved, fully detailed in my report, but at the end of the day, we took the ship. Most of the Pushtal crew were actually mercenaries and are now crewing the ship for us.”

Sansar shook her head and gave him a small wave. “I’ve learned to expect the unexpected from you...but you still surprise me. Please, go on.”

“We took possession of the frigate, now named Polybolos, and completed the contract in that system. With the war going on, and not knowing where you were, I took the team to Kelfor to check on the company that was still there. When we arrived, there was a MinSha battlecruiser and the transport, converted to be a fighter carrier, ready to assault the planet. Long story short, thanks to the ingenuity of Lieutenant Quinn and his team, we captured the transport, Ocean Trader. The battlecruiser is docked to the station above Kelfor-6, also claimed for the Golden Horde as a war prize, but it needs a shipyard. The real fight happened on the ground...” Spartan looked down at his hands.

“Go on, Spartan,” Sansar prompted.

“There were over two hundred MinSha on the ground, split between two of the entrances to the tunnels the Besquith used when we were there. The company at the Zuparti base had connected the tunnel to the base...and the MinSha were heading into the tunnels. Majors Enkh and King had been killed in a fighter strike on the base. So, I took my squad, and we executed a combat drop to take out one of the enemy forces.”

“How many CASPers did you have?” Sansar asked.

“Seven,” he looked back up. “And we did the job. I never got a full body count, but we took down approximately one hundred MinSha infantry. Only three of us survived.” Spartan left out that he’d been personally hit twelve times in that engagement, but Sansar would see it in the CASPer camera footage included in his full report.

“With seven CASPers, you took out one hundred MinSha infantry?” Sansar asked, her eyebrows raised.

“Yes, ma’am.” Spartan sat up a bit straighter in his chair. Reliving that battle hurt, but he was proud of his troopers. “The other group of MinSha were handled by the company that was already on the ground, in the tunnels.”

“Okay. Then what?”

“We rebuilt the Zuparti command and control building and set it back to mostly the way it was before the assault. At that point, they called the contract complete. The problem was I had no way to crew the Ocean Trader, so we got creative.”

Sansar raised her eyebrows.

“Ma’am, the Ocean Trader is being crewed by Horde personnel, using pinplants. Using the same logic we use to control CASPers. I wrote the code, and Sergeant Russel and her team wired up every vital station with pinlinks. We also converted the interior back to being a transport. It’s capable of carrying two full companies of CASPers and their troopers, support crew, and so on. I should also point out that, through all of this, Captain Sloan and the Stone Mountain’s crew were invaluable.

“From there, we had a rescue mission to execute as the dependents of the Pushtal who are now working with us were being held by pirates. We proceeded to a little-used system, where we defeated a squadron of fighters and took possession of the light cruiser, now named Sarisa, which is also controlled by pinplants. We also have a new toy at our disposal.” He reached into one of the pockets of his uniform and set a small box on Sansar’s desk, which he opened.

The small drone inside looked like their dragonfly drones, which Spartan had already upgraded once, but this one had a long proboscis on the front.

“What...is that?”

“I call it a mosquito,” he said as he picked it up out of the box. “The base is the same as the dragonfly, but I added this.” He indicated the proboscis. “It delivers an electrical charge. At its current setting, it will knock out an adult Pushtal. We took the ship without a shot being fired. The station was more difficult, but we took that as well and rescued most of the dependents. The pirates were spaced by the Pushtal leader due to the nature of their crimes.”

“By the Pushtal leader?” Sansar prompted.

“Yes, ma’am. The situation—” Markus took a moment to put together his thoughts on that incident. “It was one of the worst things I’ve ever seen, ma’am. The pirates had dismembered some of my crew’s mates and family, and who knows what before that. It was a way of letting them get their own justice. The footage is a part of my full report. I think you’ll understand once you see it.”

Sansar nodded and motioned for him to go on.

“Oh, and the space station is locked down and waiting. Another war prize for the Golden Horde.”

Sansar shook her head again.

“From there, we went back to Mollaemia, as we had an open invitation to shelter there until things died down in the galaxy. While we were there, we helped out Ther’Kla—that’s the Cochkala in charge of Guild Station Trua—and the ChrSha. They’re building a city on the surface of Mollaemia to support the traders that come through. Which, of course, I saturated with surveillance equipment. We’ll get a weekly packet of intel automatically from the systems I left behind. Some of it should already be on the way, actually,” he said thoughtfully.

“Ther’Kla was impressed with our service, so I also have this.” He dug out and held up the coin that Ther’Kla had given him. Spartan smiled. “His version of a challenge coin.

“Captain Sloan took the Stone Mountain and went looking for his leadership while this was happening, but he was unsuccessful. We also heard the battles here on Earth and at New Warsaw were over, so we came home.”

Sansar nodded slowly. “That’s one hell of a story.”

“There’s something else—I need to ask a favor. A personal one, though it also involves the Horde.”

“Ask.”

Spartan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s Carrie. Sorry, Sergeant Baker, ma’am. She was badly injured during the dust up on Kelfor-6. It’s something with her pinplants. She can’t move, can’t talk. It’s like she’s in a coma, but we know she’s aware. Based on my research, unless our people can handle it, I think the Wrogul are her best shot.”

Sansar nodded. “You’re probably correct. Let me think about how best to accomplish that.”

* * *
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“Ma’am?” Bambi asked from the door, interrupting. “Major Thorb is here to see you.”

Sansar smiled at Spartan. “He made it to the starport after you left so we had to send a second shuttle. If we keep getting this much traffic, our secret headquarters isn’t going to be secret much longer.” She waved to Bambi. “Send him in.”

Thorb came in and saluted.

Sansar returned it with a wince. “Is something wrong, ma’am?” Spartan asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Sansar said, shaking her head. “What I do know, though, is that I need to be worried when a SalSha comes in following formal procedures.” She looked at Thorb. “What did you break?”

“Me? Nothing, ma’am.”

“Okay, what did your pilots do? Breaking the Houston Starport air traffic control regulations again?”

“Well, not more than we needed to,” Thorb said with a shrug. “Besides, there really aren’t a lot of regulations currently being enforced at the moment. The flight pattern is pretty much a free-for-all.” He smiled. “It’s kind of fun, actually.”

Sansar looked at him critically. “You look different. Did you always have the blue stripes in your fur, and I just missed it?”

Thorb sighed. “May I have a seat?” Thorb asked, indicating the open chair.

“By all means.”

Thorb crawled up into the chair. “Yes,” he said when he was seated, “the blue stripes are new. They are a sign of maturity. If I were Human, I would now be considered an adult.”

“Wow,” Sansar said. “So, you had a pretty interesting childhood.”

“And then some. Usually, in our society, we don’t get any rank above spear-bearer until our stripes come in. But that’s not what I’m here for.”

“So if that’s not it, and if you didn’t break anything, and your pilots aren’t in trouble, why are you here?”

“Well, my pilots aren’t in trouble, but this is about something regarding them...”

“What is it?” Sansar asked. “I’ve never seen you so reticent.”

“I need to ask a favor from you. Well, two actually. And...they’re sort of big, important ones. And I really need them, but asking favors of your boss is...difficult.”

“Well, you’ve come at a good time,” Sansar said, glancing at Spartan. “Today appears to be the day to ask for favors. Hopefully, your favor doesn’t involve going to another star system to find a Wrogul.”

“A Wrogul? No. Going to a different star system? Yes.” Thorb smiled. “Well, not exactly. We actually need to go to two different star systems.”

“Two? What for?”

“Well, as I’m sure you’re aware, we’re running low on pilots. It’s not that we need to train more, either—we’re almost out of SalSha to train. There are only a couple dozen of us left here, and most are dependents. There are a few who will make good pilots, in time, but they’re too young at the moment. We need to go back to my home planet and bring back more of my people.”

Sansar nodded slowly. “I’ve been meaning to talk with you about that; however, I hadn’t come up with a good place to put you yet.”

“Oh! Well that isn’t a problem,” Thorb said. “The rest of us pooled our money, and we bought a new homeland here.”

“You bought a new homeland?”

Thorb’s smile grew. “We needed a place where we could raise our young without having to go back and forth to our old planet. We want to immigrate to Earth.”

“I don’t know why,” Spartan said. “The taxes here suck.”

“Not for aliens,” Thorb said. “We get special treatment.” He looked back to Sansar. “We bought Rimariki Island in Whangaruru.”

Sansar’s eyebrows knit as she ran a pinplant search. “I’ve never heard of that. Are you sure—wait, I’ve got it. Whangaruru? In northern New Zealand?”

Thorb nodded. “Exactly! We bought the whole island, along with all the islands around it. That is going to be our new homeland.”

“You’re going to put all of your people on one little island?”

“Well...we may also use some of the underwater area around there, and out into the Pacific Ocean, but if the local authorities don’t know, they can’t really tax us, can they?” Thorb winked at Spartan. “Problem solved.”

“And what are the local authorities going to say when the local fisherman start complaining about all of the fish disappearing or—worse yet—the appearance of a grahp?”

“We haven’t brought any grahp with us...” Thorb said, looking hurt. That lasted about two seconds, then the little alien perked up. “Bringing some of them would be a great idea, though. Just think, if we domesticated them, we could use them for all sorts of purposes—”

“Like what? Raiding coastal towns like the Vikings used to?” When Sansar saw he was actually considering it, she added, “No! Don’t even think about it. You’re not Vikings and you’re not doing any coastal raiding. That ended a thousand years ago.”

“Sometimes, you take all the fun out of things.” Thorb’s shoulders slumped, but then the smile returned. “Okay, no coastal raiding. Besides, uplifting a grahp would be one of the dumbest things ever. No one—and especially not us—would be that stupid. So, can we go get more of our people? We’d only need a transport or five.” When Sansar didn’t say anything immediately, he cocked his head. “You did promise to bring more of our people here.”

Sansar sighed. “Yes, I did. And yes, I will. I’ll need some time to think about how best to do that, though. The local government is also probably going to want to do some environmental impact studies and things like that before you take possession of the island.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“It’s not?”

“Nope. It’s amazing what a handful of red diamonds will do to help an inspector change his mind. Just wave some around, and red tape parts like Moses and your Red Sea.”

“Moses?” Sansar asked. “Where did you get Moses?”

“While we were looking at Whangaruru, some of the SalSha met Preacher Joe. He came down the beach talking to himself and drinking out of a brown paper bag. He told us he wanted to save us. We listened to him for a while, but then told him that we didn’t need saving; we’d already saved ourselves. And him, too, for the record. I don’t think he’d ever seen a SalSha before, because when we started talking to him, he ran off screaming. He was an odd person.”

Sansar shook her head. “Okay, I’ll arrange transport for some of your people to immigrate here. You said you needed two things. What was the other?”

“We want to join the Merc Guild.”

One eyebrow went up. “Oh. You do, do you? After what they just did, you’d like to be part of the guild?”

Thorb nodded solemnly. “It isn’t that we want to be in the guild, so much as we need to be in it. Right now, my home world is open and anyone that wants can come in and wipe us all out can do that. We need the protection of the Galactic Union, and the fastest way to get that is through the Merc Guild. Also, I suspect we will need credits going forward, and the fastest way to get them is through mercenary contracts, whether as the prime contractor or as a subsidiary one. In either event, we need to be official mercenaries in order to get paid.”

Thorb paused and smiled. “Unless you want to fund us forever, in perpetuity, that is.”

“No,” Sansar said, shaking her head. “I don’t imagine I want to pay for you forever.”

“Unfortunately, that’s what I figured. While I would love a big Sugar Momma—”

“I am no one’s ‘Sugar Momma,’” Sansar said.

“—to pay for my every need, we, the SalSha, will have to now work for our pay. Not that we haven’t fought and died in the last few months, but as prime contractors, we’ll get the bigger cut of the profits.

“Besides, like you said, the Merc Guild is corrupt. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t change institutional culture from the outside. If you want to make real change, you have to do it from the inside; therefore, we need to be corporate members to unfuck whatever it is that’s wrong with them.”

Sansar sat back in her chair and chuckled. “Who are you?” she asked finally, “and what have you done with Thorb? Institutional change? Corporate members? Next thing you know, you’re not going to want to do kloops anymore.”

Thorb sighed. “Who am I? I am the crown prince of the Salusians, that’s who I am, and I need to look after my people. It was impossible while the war was going on, and I have to admit to becoming depressed at times with the number of my people whose lives were thrown away needlessly. When the grahp comes to our society, everyone fights. The galaxy could use a little more of that spirit. I’ve never seen anything as stupid as the way this galaxy works. Or doesn’t work, more like.

“Similarly, Humans are the strangest bunch of...people I have ever seen. You spend more time fighting yourselves than you do the bad guys. Earth nearly got taken over, and your government is whining that mercs should work so that it can pay the people who don’t want to work. What the hell is up with that? You should be designing space-based defenses so the Merc Guild—or anyone else!—doesn’t come back here and take you over. What the hell is wrong with you Humans?”

“I think I would vote for you for president over everyone else currently in politics,” Sansar said with a laugh.

Spartan nodded in agreement.

“Are you saying I’m wrong? The only reason I want to move my people here is that you at least have some hope of defending Earth. My home planet has no defenses, nor is it likely to get them any time soon. It’s easier to move here than try to fortify our system. We’d go to New Warsaw if we could, but their oceans are awful.”

“They are?”

“Yeah, no waves. The surfing sucks, and the water’s gross. But at least Alexis believes in defending her system.”

“We believe in that, too,” Sansar said. “In fact, I think that’s one of the things Jim Cartwright is going to propose going forward.”

“Well, he better propose it at the barrel of a laser rifle, or no one here is going to take notice of what he thinks. All they want is their free money.”

“I have a feeling, knowing him, that he won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. I don’t know how he’s going to do it yet, but he has a way of getting people to do what he wants.”

“Well, good. Maybe you’ll have this all squared away by the time we get back. Make sure he changes the tax codes so aliens don’t have to pay taxes. The SalSha don’t get anything from the government; why should we have to pay anything into it?”

“That’s not really the way government works,” Sansar said, “but I’ll let him know what you said.”

Thorb looked down and then back up at Sansar. “Oh, and speaking of paying...”

“Yes?”

“I suspect that there will be fees and such for joining the Merc Guild. The SalSha did an awful lot of flying and dying for the Golden Horde over the last few months, and you promised me, when you were on my home world, that you would pay us for our service; any chance I can get some of the cash you promised for wages and death benefits so I can pay all of the fees?”

Sansar smiled. “I’m sure I can send you with a stack of credit chits when you go.”

“Thank you very much.” Thorb bowed in his seat. “So...when can we go?”

Sansar thought for a moment then smiled. “Well, as it turns out...” Sansar looked over at Spartan. “It happens a transport I didn’t know I had just became available. And, as it turns out, the Golden Horde has some unfinished business on your planet that I would like Spartan to take care of there.”

“Unfinished business?” Thorb asked.

Sansar nodded. “While we brought the uplift machine with us, there’s no telling if there are others around the facility, or what other goodies exist there. With the MinSha attack, we never had time to thoroughly search the facility or see if there were other facilities around. The lab we went into held other equipment that might be valuable, and I want you to bring back everything that goes along with the uplift machine. For one thing, we can’t just leave it lying around there; there’s no telling who might find it and use it.”

She smiled at Thorb. “Some races are just too inquisitive for their own good sometimes.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying there’s no end to the possibilities if the Salusians got their unsupervised hands on one of those machines. You may not remember, but I had to go to a tribunal to answer for uplifting your race; trust me, you don’t want to do that.” A smile crossed her face but was quickly gone. “I also want you to check out everything else you can find from that era and see what we can learn from it.”

“Did you have one of your dreams, ma’am?” Spartan asked.

“It doesn’t take a dream to know that the Merc Guild—and probably all the other guilds—are lying to us. The Merc Guild had Canavars. Where did they get them? If there are Canavars, and the Dusman are back, how much longer will it be until the Kahraman are back, too? In my mind, we are going to need all of the old tech we can get our hands on. In the Second Battle for Earth, ships popped in with weapons we’d never seen before. Where can we get them? If there is information on weapons or technology from that time, we not only want it, we need it!”

Spartan nodded. “Got it, ma’am. My team will go with them, and while the SalSha figure out what to load and bring back of their civilization, we’ll search through the ruins of the facility to see if there’s anything useful.”

“Good. Be on the lookout for additional facilities on the planet, or on other planets in that system. If the Kahraman or their agents were there, there may be other labs. Based on the ruins of the C’Natt facility we found on the first trip, it looked like their crew was abandoned there. If so, any other facilities will be in a similar state.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ll find everything we can.”

“Okay, you’re both dismissed. I’ll let operations know they need to find a crew for Ocean Trader and Sarisa, ASAP.” She smiled at Spartan. “While your folks were able to get them here, it’s better to send them back with a crew of professionals.”

“About the Pushtal—I had an agreement with them to a point, and I’ve been able to pay them some from what I took with me. Right now, they’re sub-contracting as the crew for the Polybolos. How do you want to proceed with them? I’d like to keep them crewing the ship.”

“I see no reason for that to change as long as you’re comfortable with them.”

“Works for me.” Spartan stood to leave. “Are you expecting trouble, ma’am?”

“These days? I expect trouble everywhere I look. The Chinese had a curse, ‘May you live in interesting times.’ If so, we’re as cursed as can be.” She met Spartan’s eyes for a moment, then added, “The word is out that we uplifted the SalSha. Sooner or later, someone is going to figure out where they’re from, and they’re going to go looking for the machine and anything else laying around. I want you out of there before they arrive.”

“We’ll go like the wind, ma’am.”

“One last thing,” Sansar said. “I know both of you are used to operating independently, but you’re going to have to work together on this. Colonel Thorb, you will be in overall charge of the mission and on recovering your people, but I want Spartan in charge of the tech recovery efforts. Do either of you have any issues with that?”

“No, ma’am,” Spartan replied.

“No,” Thorb said. “Wait...Colonel?”

Sansar smiled. “Well, you are the crown prince and all, and you’re responsible for our air wing, which is normally an O-6’s position, so I think that’s only appropriate. Besides, if you’re going to go talk with the Merc Guild, the rank of major won’t get you very far.”

Thorb cocked his head as he thought about it. “I understand what you’re saying, but I command less than a company’s worth of folks at the moment. Colonel is a little far of a reach. How about lieutenant colonel?”

Sansar nodded. “Done. I will make the necessary notations in your file.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Sansar said. “Now, if you don’t have anything else with me, you both have an awful lot to do in a short time. You’re dismissed.”

Spartan and Thorb walked to the door. Thorb turned as he started to open the door and said, “No matter what else happens, and no matter what rank I wear, the day that I don’t want to fly a kloop is the day you know the Merc Guild has beaten me.”

* * *
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Spartan shut the door to Sansar’s office and hurried to catch up with Thorb, who hadn’t waited for him. “Lieutenant Colonel Thorb? You know, you’re a lot different in person than the stories I’ve heard about you.”

Thorb stopped and cocked his head. “How so?”

“I don’t know. More serious, I guess. And crown prince? What’s that all about?”

Thorb turned and started walking, but Spartan’s longer strides helped him catch up. “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”

Thorb stopped again and, after a long moment, sighed and turned back to Spartan. “There’s no sense hiding it; the information is going to get out at some point, anyway. Yes, I am the crown prince of my people, or I was anyway. When the Golden Horde arrived on my planet and asked for someone to come with them, what could my father do? He couldn’t let one of his people do something that he wouldn’t send one of his own family to do. I volunteered. Well, that’s not true. My father volunteered me, and I—eventually—agreed to go. The next thing I knew, I was waking up on a table with my head full of new knowledge and concepts I’d never thought of before.

“Before I knew it, I was flying a space fighter, then it was off to the war. More flying, more of my people dying. It wasn’t important who I was, so much as I did the best job possible leading my people. It’s what my father would have expected of me. The other pilots are all warriors like me—sub-adults without the blue stripes of adulthood. Except that now I am an adult.”

“Well, we all have to grow up some time,” Spartan said with a shrug.

“I am a fan of your aviators’ ‘Peter Pan Clause,’” Thorb said. “That’s more the Salusian way of doing things.”

“What’s that?”

“You can grow up if you want to, but you don’t have to.” Thorb sighed. “But now I have to.”

“Why do you have to grow up now? Just because you got blue stripes? They’re navy blue and really hard to see. I won’t tell anyone about them if you don’t want me to.”

“It doesn’t matter whether you tell anyone or not. The SalSha here have already seen them, and they know what it means; I am now king.”

“You’re...what? King? Did your father die?”

“No, we do it differently than you. When a king’s firstborn son turns into an adult, he automatically becomes king, unless one of the other adults at the time wants to challenge him for the kingship. Once a king is determined, the former king has the rest of his life to mentor and advise the new king. You have to remember that our lives are much shorter than yours. With all the grahp in our waters, it was important for the king to pass on the kingship earlier in life so the king-to-be gets as much of his father’s training as possible.”

“And if someone wants to fight you?”

“Then I will fight.”

“Isn’t that kind of barbaric?”

“Sure it is—it is the product of a barbaric society, which is what the Salusian society is...at least until everyone is uplifted. The strongest rules; that is the way with most barbaric tribes. Hopefully, once we uplift all of our people and bring them here, we can do away with all of the practices of our old, barbaric society. At the moment, though, I have to honor what we had, not what we might have in the future.”

Spartan’s eyes widened as the implications hit him. “So the rules are still in place.” Thorb nodded. “So what you’re really doing with this trip is going back home to assume the kingship and fulfill any fighting that may be required. You made up those other things because you needed reasons to return to your home world for the duels...or whatever they are...because you didn’t think Sansar would let you go otherwise.”

“No, the other reasons are all legitimate. As king, I need to protect my people, and getting them here provides a level of protection they don’t have on the home world. Assuming the Merc Guild doesn’t hit Earth with an antimatter bomb, anyway.” He shrugged. “That’s another reason for us to join the Merc Guild—so that doesn’t happen.

“As far as not wanting to tell Sansar about the duels, though, that is correct. There is a good chance that one of the Salusians—especially a non-uplifted one—or maybe even more than one, will challenge me. If that happens, there is a real possibility I will die.”

“And yet you’re going back.”

“Not going back isn’t an option. You can’t flee from your responsibility in my civilization. Anyone who doesn’t do their part is ostracized. On our world, that usually means death.”

“You know, the Horde takes care of its own. I respect that you recognize and want to follow your customs. But if a friend of the Horde is in danger, we act. I’ve captured a ship and a space station just to get the family of my Pushtal crew back. I don’t know that I can let you walk into a death match. I’ve lost enough people of my own to combat—”

“You cannot interfere. The result would be the same,” Thorb said firmly.

“Is this something you want to do? Can’t you just stay here, work with the Horde, or whatever merc outfit you want to?”

“Not if they had a SalSha in them. Being ostracized means never having contact with another SalSha ever again. They wouldn’t tolerate me. They would shun me or kill me. Better to die in the challenge than to always live in fear that someone you once loved will try to kill you.”

“Yeah, I can see that, I guess.” Spartan sighed. “That’s a tough spot to be in. I can see why you would be more serious today.”

Thorb shrugged. “There’s always hope for tomorrow, though, isn’t there?”

“Hope springs eternal,” Spartan said. “By the way, what’s a kloop?”

“It’s an underwater ballet used to welcome home an honored warrior after a successful battle. It takes at least sixteen people to do it correctly and is a spiraling dance with an intricate reverse-helix pattern.”

“Sounds impressive.”

“It is. It’s even more so when done with space fighters.”

“Think they’re going to do one for you when you return?”

“With all the people under my command that we lost?” Thorb asked. He shook his head. “Not a chance.”

* * *
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“You’re letting him go?” Bambi asked. “In spite of that whole ‘challenge’ thing?”

“Of course,” Sansar said. “He has to be true to himself and to his people.”

“But he could be killed!”

“He could have been killed while he fought for us, too; still, he always survived. When no other ship in his squadron made it, he did. I have a feeling he’ll make it this time, too.” She shrugged. “Besides, the rest of the mission has to happen, regardless. The SalSha need to be recognized by the Galactic Union and the Merc Guild, and their joining the Merc Guild is the easiest way for that to occur. We need to search his planet and the other planet in the system for Republic technology before someone else snatches it out from under our noses. We also need more SalSha pilots, so it’s important they go and bring back more of the Salusians to be uplifted.”

“That’s kind of a cold-blooded way to look at it, don’t you think?”

Sansar shook her head slowly. “It’s the rational way to look at it. They bring a capability to our forces we wouldn’t otherwise have. We’ll need it going forward.”

“So you really think the Kahraman are coming?”

“Based on everything we’ve seen, don’t you?”

Bambi sighed. “Yeah, I do. Hopefully, it will be later rather than sooner; there is an awful lot of rebuilding we need to do, not just here, but in New Warsaw. Not to mention the fact that we need a new headquarters of our own. The lieutenant did a great job putting this facility together out of chicken wire and bubble gum, but we need more space to set up our gear if we want to have the same facilities—and the same kind of reach—we used to in Uzbekistan.”

“Yes, we do,” Sansar said. “And I’ve found a place that I think will do very well for us.”

* * * * *
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Target Range, Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, Texas, Earth

“Careful!” Corporal Taheri exclaimed. He pushed the barrel of the hypervelocity pistol away from him so that it pointed downrange. “Never, ever, point a pistol at something you don’t intend to shoot. Ever!”

“Sorry,” Thorb said, doing his best to look bashful.

Taheri regarded Thorb critically, before sweeping his gaze across the other four SalSha. “When they asked me to check you guys out as a favor to the Golden Horde, they said you’d had combat experience.”

“We have!” Thorb said. He looked down at the ground. “Of course, it was in space fighters and bombers, not in ground combat.”

“So, what do you know about using pistols and rifles?”

“We know what we downloaded,” Thorb said. The other SalSha nodded emphatically.

“Oh, shit,” the corporal said, looking to the heavens. “I knew I picked a bad day to stop sniffing glue.”

“You sniff glue?” Thorb asked. “What does it smell like? Is it like a female in heat? Is that why you do it?”

“What? No, that’s not why you—” He shook his head. “Never mind. Forget I said that.” He shook his head again. “Maybe we’d better start at the beginning. Why are you here?”

“We are going to our home world, and Colonel Enkh said it may be dangerous,” Thorb explained. “We thought it might be good if we had some experience with ground combat weapons. We tried laser rifles, but they’re too big for us, so we decided on something that was more appropriate—the hypervelocity pistol. We wanted to try it out at the Golden Horde headquarters, but they got all screechy about rounds going through walls and destroying equipment and such. That’s when Colonel Enkh decided to ask Asbaran if we could use your range and—”

“And I had the bad luck of having my office painted today, so I was available to give you a demonstration on them.”

“Exactly.”

“Well,” Taheri said, reaching over and taking the pistol back from Thorb, “the first thing about weapons on my firing range is that you don’t hold them until you know what the fuck you’re doing with them. And, let me guess, none of you know shit about firing these pistols or any sort of safety procedures, do you?”

“Nope. But you’re going to teach us, right?” All the SalSha nodded their heads vigorously.

Taheri sighed. “Yes, for all my sins, I am going to show you how to use the Mk 17 hypervelocity pistol accurately and, more importantly, safely.” He turned and led them over to a table and spent 30 minutes going over the range safety procedures, then another 30 minutes showing the SalSha how to operate the pistol.

“Okay,” Taheri said once he was finished. “What do we know about this pistol?”

All of the SalSha’s hands went up. He picked one. “It has a seven-round magazine that comes attached to the barrel of the weapon.”

Taheri nodded. “And why is that?”

“Because the barrel degrades so much that after seven shots, you’d have to change it out, anyway, so it was easier just to change it out with the magazine.”

“Okay, what else?”

“The new magazine/barrel combo fits into the grip section, which can either come with a scope or without.”

Taheri looked at the SalSha that had answered. “Does having a scope make it a precision weapon?”

“No, Corporal Taheri, it doesn’t. By the time you’d get it sighted in, it would be time to change out the barrel again, obviating the entire procedure. The sights are only to aid in target acquisition, like if you had a thermal sight.”

Taheri nodded. “So, you were listening after all.”

“I was trying, but you’re awful boring with the—”

“What? This is important shit I’m teaching you!”

Thorb shrugged. “Well, you did go on a long time about where to put our ‘booger pickers’ and where not to put them. We don’t even have boogers to pick; we just want to fire the pistols.”

“I’m glad you’re interested in something,” Taheri said, shaking his head while he wondered who he’d pissed off to get this assignment, “but the problem is that the round coming out of the pistol, while small, is doing so at over four times the speed of sound. If you don’t know what you’re doing, you could kill someone several miles away!”

“Which is why we keep our booger pickers off the bang-switch until we’re aiming at the target,” Thorb said. “We know. We’re quick learners; if we weren’t, we’d all be grahp food. By the fifth time you said it, it became boring.”

“Okay, Mr. Smartass, sir, where does the power to make the weapon fire come from?”

Thorb stifled a yawn. “It doesn’t come from a ‘place’ but from ‘places.’ There is a power cell that goes in the grip stock, as well as an additional power core in the individual rounds. It takes a lot of power to make even a round that small go almost 5,000 feet per second.” He cocked his head. “Can we fire them now?”

“Yeah! Yeah! Can we? Can we?” they all asked in unison.

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

“So how did they do?” Sansar asked, looking up from a map of downtown Houston.

“Pretty well, all things considered,” Bambi replied. “Only one round off the range, and that missed killing anyone. The Asbaran Solutions corporal working with them qualified all five and asked that we never send him any more SalSha, ever again.”

Sansar chuckled. “They can get under your skin if you let them. Speaking of which...”

“We got a new Tri-V monitor in the last shipment the Gray Wolves brought over,” Bambi said. “The one Thorb trashed has already been replaced.” She nodded to the map, where several spots were marked in red. “Anything interesting?”

“Yeah, there’s an old parking garage here we can expand. The Gray Wolves were using it, but I just talked to their boss, and they’re willing to sell it to us cheap.”

“How cheap?”

Sansar chuckled. “Oh, the standard rate. A favor here, a favor there.”

“Like we wouldn’t do it anyway.”

“Like I said, cheap.”

“So, we’re not going back to Uzbekistan?”

“Maybe someday, but for now, I think it’s important to keep our finger on the pulse of what’s going on, and we can do that better here.”

* * *
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Intergalactic Haulers Transport Stone Mountain, Earth Orbit

Spartan walked down the corridor of Stone Mountain with Sergeant Pilz, who was pushing a gurney on which Sergeant Carrie Baker lay unmoving. Spartan had joined them in the hangar of the ship, having just flown up from Earth.

“You think they’ll help her, sir?” Pilz asked.

“I believe they will, Sergeant.”

“Where are they taking her?”

“The Cerulean Clinic on Azure. Apparently the Wrogul have some interesting capabilities when it comes to working on human brains, and they do amazing things with pinplants.”

Pilz nodded. “I hope they can, sir.”

“Me too, Sergeant,” Spartan said as he looked down at Carrie. He smiled sadly, remembering the few times they’d had to spend alone. He was pretty sure Colonel Enkh or Major Good had intentionally moved her out of his chain of command so their relationship didn’t break regulations.

Spartan looked up as they arrived at the medical bay, where Captain Sloan was waiting in the passageway.

“Captain, I didn’t expect to see you down here,” Spartan said as Pilz took Carrie through the door.
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