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FTS Long Reach, Camdone System

“Captain, we have hull breach in three places!” the damage control officer reported.

The free trader’s captain took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I never should have taken the cargo. I knew this was coming. But he’d been unable to pass it up; he needed the money, and the rate he’d been able to charge would have made him solvent again. But only if I survive. “How many at each breach?”

“At least 10,” the Zuul security officer replied. “There may be more. I saw 10 before they shot out the camera. They’re moving too fast for us to get a good count.”

“Meet me with all your forces at hold number one. They’ll be going there.” The captain switched to the ship’s intercom system. “All hands, this is the captain. The ship has been breached in three places. Arm yourselves and kill as many as you can. We may yet get out of this alive.”

Although the captain had said it to encourage his crew, he didn’t believe it. For the last year, rumors had abounded in the sector about ships that mysteriously vanished. Their goods often showed up again on the black market, but the ships and their crew were usually never seen again. 

They all had one thing in common—they were carrying an ancient treasure. And, unlike the normal goods the cargo ships had been carrying, the artifacts were never seen again. 

The captain’s thoughts flashed to the ceremonial blade resting comfortably in its protective case down in cargo hold one. He knew nothing of the saber’s origins, just that it had belonged to the ruler of some ancient reptilian race that’d been drummed out of the Union several thousand years ago for crossing the Cartography Guild. That, and its value, of course—which was substantial. 

Everything inside the captain had screamed walk away when the Talgud merchant he’d been dealing with had approached him about carrying the item to a Sidar buyer on Ulvaud Station. 

“No one knows of this, save for us,” the Talgud had said. “I’m only telling you because I know you can be trusted to be discreet with the saber’s delivery.” 

Someone else knew. The captain drew his laser pistol and faced his XO. “Lock the bridge after I leave. Don’t let anyone but me back in. Coordinate the defense as best you can.”

The XO nodded toward the hatch. “Do you think it’s wise to go?” 

“No, it most assuredly is not, but I’d rather go down fighting and try to save my crew.” Especially if the other outcome is that I’m never going to be seen again.

The captain raced down the passageway, hoping to reach the hold before the pirates.

* * * 
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M strode onto the merchant ship, still adjusting to his new form, as two of his pirate units cleared the nearest junction leading onto B deck. As expected, the merchant crew consisted mostly of Lotar, with a few Jeha along as engineers. M had known prior to attacking that no one aboard posed a threat to his cogs. That was what he called them, those beings he’d recruited to his cause. Even the merchants’ Zuul security officer was scarcely worth watching. Sure, one mercenary could do some damage to his forces, but it would never come close to harming him. The primitive beast couldn’t. 

M chuckled as he marched toward the staccato sound of weapons fire ahead. Most of the Lotar fled from his cogs; those who didn’t were shot down. It’s good to be back, he thought. It’d been some time since M had led a raid personally, and he’d forgotten how stimulating the danger of the experience could be under the right conditions. Danger. He chuckled again. At the very least, the raids were a nice respite from his normal routine, hence why he’d left himself the flexibility to run one on occasion when he’d begun executing his plan. 

The plan. M’s smile faltered. For all he knew, the others still mocked him for his ambitions. They couldn’t understand why he believed as he did about the old ways, and why things had to change. To them, life was merely a game of amassing power and resources. However, to him, it was more—so very, very much more. True, amassing resources was important, but there were other things that made the game worth playing. And, in the end, there could be only one winner.

Me.

The cogs wasted little time carving a path through the merchants’ defenses en route to the cargo hold two sections over. To their credit, the crew who stayed behind put up more of a fight than M would’ve expected, as evidenced by the growing number of corpses lining the corridor at his feet. No matter. He would get more. 

Spotting his objective ahead, M pressed his forces forward though the torrent of laser fire as, one after another, cogs and merchants fell like dominoes until he reached the hold entrance. 

“Fall back for reinforcements!” one of the Lotar said before fleeing from sight. The others went with him.

Typical. M heaved a sigh, then sidestepped a pair of dead Jeha and went inside.

“Give it up, Pirate!” someone shouted.

M turned to find the merchant ship’s captain glaring across the room at him from behind a drawn laser pistol. The Lotar was joined by his Zuul security officer, but no one else remained. Hold positions.

“I’ll make you a deal,” the Lotar captain said. “Turn around now and leave my ship, and you’ve got my word that I’ll let you go.”

“You’ll let me go?” M asked.

“That’s right,” the captain said. “While you’re at it, you can take the rest of your pirate thugs with you. But go now.” 

M met the other’s glare with a wry smile. “With respect, why would I ever comply with that order?”

“Because you want to live?” the Zuul growled. 

“Agreed, but I also want what I came for,” M said. 

“Not happening,” the captain said. “You should’ve checked your intel, friend. My crew and I delivered the item you seek to our client on Ulvaud two days ago. It’s no longer aboard this ship.” 

M chewed his lip. “It’s not aboard, you say. I find that...disappointing.”

“Find it whatever you want,” the captain said. “The fact is you and your crew of bandits came all this way and sacrificed all those lives for little more than three tanks of waste sanitizer and 50 crates of Dutya dahva beans. That’s it; that’s all we have left aboard. The good news is, your losses can end here if you so choose, which brings us back to my offer.” He cocked his head. “So, what’ll be it? Are you gonna leave my ship conscious and upright, or dead through an airlock? The choice is yours, but decide now.”

* * *
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The captain watched nervously as the pirate leader seemed to consider the offer. The alien intruder was humanoid, all right. In fact, it looked a lot like the Human males the captain had encountered during his travels to Earth, although this one sported a shorter frame than most, with pale, ghoulish features and a shaved head.

The intruder’s eyes flicked to the security officer then back to the captain. 

Don’t even think about it. The captain stepped forward, gun up, in unison with his security officer. In contrast, the intruder’s weapon remained in its holster.

“I must commend you, Captain,” the intruder said. “This ship of yours is deceptively fast, given her rather pedestrian model and class. Your engineers have done a masterful job with her systems.”

“My deal, yes or no?” the captain asked. 

The pirate leader exhaled through his nostrils. “Your proposal is intriguing, to be sure. Alas, in light of the fact that I believe you’re bluffing about the artifact, I’m afraid I must respectfully decline.”

The captain’s gaze narrowed. “You’re kidding.” 

“Not at all,” the pirate leader said calmly. “You see, there’s a third option you clearly haven’t considered. It’s the one where I kill you where you stand, take what I want, and retire to my own ship, while my cogs ransack yours and slaughter everyone else on board.” He paused, considering. “Come to think of it, I rather prefer that option. Let’s go with that, shall we?”

The security officer twitched. 

“Have it your way.” The captain sighted on the pirate’s chest and squeezed. 

Pop, pop. 

A plume of crimson misted the wall at the intruder’s back as the humanoid crumpled to the deck in a bloody heap.

Greedy fool. The captain holstered his sidearm. “Bridge, we’re clear. Have security round up the last of—” 

A sun went nova on the captain’s chest, and he was falling. How did...He glanced up to find his security officer looming over him, a wisp of smoke trailing from the other’s pistol barrel.

“Why did...” A gush of blood poured into the captain’s lungs, ending his ability to speak, while the world around him went gray. 

The Zuul shrugged and marched over to the fallen pirate leader. The latter started to move, and the humanoid hunched onto an elbow with the tortured scowl of a man who felt completely and utterly violated. “Burn in hell, Mercurius!”

The Zuul grinned and pressed his pistol’s barrel to the other’s temple. “You first.”

Pop. 

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

“Your...visitor is here, ma’am,” Sansar Enkh’s XO, Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, said from the doorway. The way she stressed “visitor” told Sansar she wasn’t pleased at being kept in the dark about who it was.

There are some things even the XO of the Golden Horde is better off not knowing. Sansar looked up from her slate with a small smile of condolence. “Send him in, please.”

“Go right in,” Bambi said to someone behind her. She gave the visitor another glance, then stalked off back toward her office.

A Caucasian male, slightly on the tall side, but otherwise nondescript, flowed into her office. He winked and nodded in Bambi’s direction. “I don’t think she likes me.”

“She doesn’t like secrets, but I can’t let everyone know that senior members of the Gray Wolves visit me here.”

The man raised an eyebrow. “‘Senior members?’”

Sansar smiled. “Yes, senior members. I heard about your promotion.”

“You did?” He cocked his head. “I thought—”

“Oh, come on, Beowulf, you—if anyone—should be aware of the special relationship between the Wolves and the Horde.”

“I am,” Beowulf said with a nod, “I just didn’t realize how much you kept track of the inner workings of the organization.”

“I’m sure there are things I’m not privy to,” Sansar said, “especially things I don’t have any need to know. However, Timur and I meet periodically to discuss matters of mutual benefit to our respective organizations.”

Beowulf nodded once. “That makes sense.”

“In a recent conversation, I may have mentioned something about your doings in the Spine Nebula, and that I thought a promotion or two might be in order.”

“So I have you to blame.” 

While his smile took away some of the sting, he didn’t appear as happy about the promotion as she’d expected. “Blame? I don’t understand.”

“I was given a task to complete prior to being formally recognized.”

Sansar cocked her head. “And that involves the Horde?”

“It involves the Wolves, the Horde, the Merchant Guild, the—”

“Wait.” Sansar sat forward. “The Merchant Guild? How so?”

“Well, I didn’t mean the Merchant Guild, so much as a number of ships under contract to the Merchant Guild.”

“Some of the Human mercenary units have recently had...problems with the Merchant Guild. Perhaps you should start at the beginning, and I can see if our problems are the same as yours.”

“May I sit?” Sansar waved him to a chair, and he carefully sat on the edge, obviously contemplating what and how to tell. He finally shrugged and said, “It all started with a couple acts of piracy.”

Sansar nodded. “Piracy is an occupational hazard in your line of work.”

“Well, yes, and I’m not saying that we haven’t relieved some ships of goods we thought could be better distributed by our organization.” He smiled. “We have.” He shrugged. “There’s always some low levels of piracy going on. Certain systems—and some races, like the Pushtal—are known for it. This is something different, though. Recently, ships have been disappearing throughout the Gresht region at a greatly increased rate.”

Sansar shrugged. “As long as we were without contracts, it wouldn’t surprise me if some enterprising merc commander decided piracy was a profitable way of life. Maybe more than one. They’d have the arms and ability to do it well, too. Do you suppose that’s what’s happening?”

Beowulf shook his head. “We thought about that, too, when it started, but things just don’t add up. There’s no single system or cluster of systems where this is happening. It’s throughout the whole region, and it’s spilling into the core and Tolo regions, as well. Also, if it were mercs, word would get around. The Wolves are connected to the underworld; we believe we’d have heard something by now if that’s what was going on. A rumor here...a strange occurrence there. In this case, though, there’s nothing. Not a word. It’s strange, almost creepy even.”

“So what do the Wolves think is going on?”

“We’re not sure, yet, but we’re pretty sure we’re going to need your help to find out.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because of the scale, if nothing else. These attacks are occurring throughout a vast region; they have to have a large, coordinated force to be able to pull them all off.”

Sansar nodded. “We are...between jobs at the moment.”

Beowulf’s eyebrows rose.

“We had a fight with the SI that runs the Science Guild,” Sansar explained. “We almost killed it, but it got away. Finding it and killing it is our number one priority, but it’s vanished. Until we find it again, the Golden Horde—and most of the Four Horsemen—are available to deal with this.”

“I heard about that. An SI is like a super AI?”

“Artificial intelligences are simple programs written to simulate intelligence. They appear to be smart, but that’s just good programming. They don’t actually learn and grow beyond their programming. Synthetic intelligences, though, are functioning intellects, capable of creating unique solutions based on stimuli. They adapt and grow, just like organic intelligences.”

“So they’re worse.”

“Much worse. And we suspect there are SIs running most, if not all, of the guilds in the galaxy.”

“So what do we do about them?”

Sansar shrugged. “I don’t know yet what we can do about them, or even if there’s something we should do. They’ve obviously been around for 20,000 years, and the galaxy has done all right with them running things.”

“Until now.”

Sansar smiled. “Until now. I don’t think the Science Guild SI—Minerva is its name—is going to let us go back to the way things were. Not that we would let it. Minerva was keeping technology stagnant, rather than letting it grow, and killing people who tried to advance it.”

“So Minerva has to go?”

“We think so. I don’t see how we’ll be able to come to a satisfactory agreement with it.”

“And the other SIs?”

“That’s yet to be determined. Nigel’s on the Merc Guild Council, and he’s never heard of an SI in charge of the guild.”

“Maybe the Veetanho are the SI’s pets.”

“Maybe. If so, the SI has to be pissed that they let the Goltar take over.” She shrugged. “We have people working on that, but, like I said—for the minute, anyway—we’re available to help with your pirates. Got anything else to go on?”

“Well, yes, actually, and this is what I was getting to,” Beowulf said. “Best as the Wolves can tell, there seems to be no common thread among the pirates themselves. They’ve been Humans, Zuul, Sumatozou; you name it. We do, however, believe we’ve identified the staging point where these attacks are being coordinated. It’s the planet Kullawee in the Coro region.” 

“Kullawee?” Sansar arched an eyebrow.

“That surprised us, too,” Beowulf said. “Kullawee’s star is fairly remote, and its inhabitants have never been viewed as technologically advanced. Nevertheless, our operatives have confirmed that the planet is suddenly home to a noticeably larger merchant shipping fleet. But here’s the thing.” He hunched forward. “All the ships were supposedly added to the Kullawee fleet decades ago, only no one recalls ever having seen them before.” 

Sansar drummed her fingers. “Let me guess. The ships in this fleet bear a striking resemblance to the vessels that’ve gone missing.”

“Many do, but not all,” Beowulf said. “Additionally, a lot of their cargos are eerily similar to cargos that have been seized in the pirate attacks.” 

“And that cargo is?” 

“Everything under the sun, from weapons and ordnance to textiles and building materials.”

Sansar cocked her head. “Weapons and ordnance, you say.” 

“Yeah, but strangely enough, those are in the minority,” Beowulf said. “According to Merchant Guild records, most of what’s being reported stolen are everyday necessities like food and medical supplies. We find that odd, given the low rate of return for those on the black market, which is where a lot of this stuff is resurfacing.” He shook his head. “I mean, seriously—what self-respecting pirate ever made his fortune off looting ships for fruits and vegetables?” 

“People have to eat,” Sansar said. 

“I guess.” Beowulf shrugged.

Sansar clasped her hands on the table. “Maybe the pirates are going after low-value cargos because they’re not guarded as well. Like you said, who’s going to steal fruits and bandage tape? Maybe the margin is low, but so’s the risk. Rather than go for a big, risky score, the pirates are going for lots of minor, low-risk scores and are hoping no one will notice.”

“That’s what we thought, at first.”

“And?”

Beowulf exhaled through his nostrils. “And then a heavily-guarded merchant ship got bagged a few weeks ago.” 

Sansar’s eyebrows pulled together. 

“Initially, we thought it might be an expansion of the pirates’ operations,” Beowulf said, “but then we did some more digging into what sort of cargo the ship was carrying. As it turns out, one of the stolen items was an artifact that supposedly dated back to the Great Galactic War.” 

“What sort of artifact?” Sansar asked. 

“A piece of jewelry from the queen of a race that no longer exists,” Beowulf said. “During the course of our investigation, somebody mentioned that one of the earlier ships had been transporting a similar type of relic. We went back and checked. Sure enough, it was true.” 

Sansar shifted in her chair. “I take it these ships aren’t the only vessels to be deprived by pirates of their ancient valuables?” 

“Not even close,” Beowulf said. “So far, we count at least two dozen ships carrying relics that’ve been hit in the last 18 months, and that’s just what was reported to the authorities.”

“I take it the Wolves believe there are more.”

“We do.” Beowulf nodded. “Working off a lead I got from one of our contacts, I tracked down the owner of one of the ships that didn’t list an artifact as registered cargo and asked him about his brush with the pirates. He was reluctant to talk, of course, but he did admit to taking on a high-value item prior to launch that was intentionally left off the manifest.” 

“I presume the item never resurfaced on the black market,” Sansar said. 

“Nope,” Beowulf said. “None of the artifacts have.”

Sansar chewed her lip. “So, what does that mean? That there’s a rogue Galactic War collector out there trying to corner the market on Galactic War treasures?”

“No,” Beowulf said. “It means there’s a rogue collector out there who has immense wealth and the ability to fund a pirate operation at the opposite end of this arm of the galaxy. Not only that, this person has access to the Merchant Guild’s shipping database and can somehow backdate vessels into its archives.” He grimaced. “Oh, yeah, and they also have a secret intelligence group that can ferret out where these objects are and how they’re going to be transported.”

Sansar stared down at her desktop. “Immense wealth, an enormous intelligence network, and access to the Merchant Guild’s databases...” She frowned. “I don’t like where this is going.”

“Welcome to my world.” Beowulf grunted. “The Gray Wolves came into possession of an ancient Krulig artifact some time ago that we’ve kept in our custody—a ceremonial saber, actually. I planted it on a freighter using a Talgud trader I’ve dealt with in the past. The ship went missing, but there was a tracker on the vessel’s skin that was supposed to activate two months later. It just went off.”

Sansar glanced up. “Kullawee?”

“Kullawee,” Beowulf repeated. “I don’t mind admitting that I’m out of my league here, Sansar. Deep space pirates, Merchant Guild archives, ancient artifacts.” He looked away. “The Gray Wolves are in our element running down intel on these sorts of things, but when it comes to doing something about them, that’s not our area of expertise.” 

“So you decided to call us again,” Sansar said. 

“It worked the first time, didn’t it?” Beowulf smiled. “That and, there’s this matter of the Horde having a standing debt that’s owed to our organization...”

Sansar waited as his words trailed off. “I’m aware of the debt. Even still, I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that the last time I helped you, I ended up sitting beside a rather large nuke that was about to go off.”

“I remember,” Beowulf said. “I was there, too, you know.” 

“And you’ll be here for this one as well?”

“Do you think I have a choice?”

Sansar sighed. “No. I doubt you do.”

“So, what do you think?” Beowulf asked.

Sansar turned her gaze to the painting beside her desk and considered all that had been said. “I have a really bad feeling that we’ve found the Merchant Guild’s SI, and it’s getting as uppity as Minerva.” She smiled. “Lucky for us, I recently made the acquaintance of someone with a vested interest in helping us get rid of it.”

* * * * *
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Golden Horde Listening Post, Mars, Solar System 

Taylor Van Zant descended his shuttle’s boarding ramp behind his XO and stepped out onto the open docking bay floor of the Golden Horde’s Mars outpost. 

“Dear sweet Moses, I’m sick of these things.” Billy Dawson ripped off the cloth mask that’d been hiding his face and sucked in a breath. “I kid you not, T. I long for the day when I get to shove this stuffy piece of trash in a drawer somewhere, never to be worn again.”

“I hear ya, brother,” Taylor agreed, pocketing his mask in his nondescript attire. “You have my word as your CO that on the day we finally track down the Merchant Guild asshole who put this price on our heads, you can cram that thing down his throat sans ketchup. Hell, I’ll even supply the napkins.” 

“Does his head need to be attached to his shoulders when I do it?” Billy asked. 

“Chef’s choice.” Taylor lowered his hood, allowing his long blond ponytail to spill out behind his shoulders.

“Impressive place,” Billy noted with a whistle.

“I figure that’s kinda to be expected when you’re dealin’ with one of the wealthiest and most prestigious merc outfits in Earth history,” Taylor said. 

“You think Swamp Eagle Security will ever own digs like this?” Billy asked. 

“Nah; wouldn’t want to,” Taylor said. “Look around at all this space, man. Do you have any idea how much it costs to maintain a spread of this size? Gimme our campus in Jax any day.” 

Billy shook his head. “Always the pragmatist.” 

“Function over form, baby. That’s how I roll.” In truth, Taylor was just as impressed with the facility as his XO, whom he’d known since childhood. Taylor had expected as much three weeks earlier when the Golden Horde’s commander, Colonel Sansar Enkh, had invited them there for a visit. He’d inquired then about the meeting’s nature, of course. However, in classic Sansar fashion, she’d merely responded, “See you on Mars in three weeks. Oh, and come alone.” 

Taylor shook his head. Gotta love the Horde. Cagey as always. 

Silence filled the bay while the pair waited for their host. 

“So,” Taylor said, “are we gonna talk about the elephant in the room while we’ve got a minute, or what?” 

“Can’t say as I know what elephant you’re referring to, Chief,” Billy said. 

“Oh, cut the crap, Billy.” Taylor frowned. “We’ve known each other way too long to have to dance around awkward subjects like this. I’m talkin’ about the call you got from—”

The sound of a mechanized door in motion reverberated through the docking bay, causing both men to turn.

“We really have to stop running into each other like this,” a baritone voice said. 

“Speaking of elephants in the room,” Billy murmured. 

Taylor grinned and stepped forward. “Mornin’, Japhara. Fancy runnin’ into you out here.” 

The large Sumatozou marched across the bay floor toward the Humans. “Thank you for coming.” 

“Thanks for inviting us,” Taylor said. “Rumor has it I have you to thank for my initial introduction to Colonel Enkh outside the Hell House in Jax starport three months ago.” 

“I may have mentioned that the Eagles could be useful to her cause, yes,” Japhara replied. 

Taylor titled his head. “She said you called me ‘honorable and trustworthy.’” 

The Sumatozou crossed his arms. “Well, then. I suppose it’ll just have to be her word against mine, won’t it?” 

“Fargin Sumatozou.” Taylor laughed. “You people are smug to the last, huh?” 

Japhara flashed a rare but visible grin. “What do you mean, you people?” 

“All right, all right. Reunion time’s over,” Billy said. “Colonel Enkh said she wanted to meet with us personally, right? Let’s get on with it.”

Japhara escorted the two Humans out of the docking bay, and a Golden Horde corporal took them down through a labyrinth of steel-walled corridors to a lift, which took them two levels up to the facility’s state wing. There, they were shown through a pair of hand-carved double doors etched with gold inlay into a large circular briefing room with transparent walls that showcased the vast red Mars skyline on all sides.

“Now that’s what I call impressive,” Taylor murmured. 

“Welcome to Mars,” a female voice said from out of sight. 

The trio turned to see the door beside the Tri-V on the far side swing open, and Sansar Enkh appeared. A small woman of Asian descent with short black hair and prim, bronze features, the colonel was dressed in the Horde’s camouflage uniform, and was trailed into the room by two other beings. The first was a Sumatozou like Japhara, but with a darker skin and a visible scar down the right side of his face. He was also a merc, judging by his battle dress uniform and weapons. By contrast, the second newcomer was a Pendal male of significantly smaller stature, most of which was carefully obscured by his cloak and hood. He was also vaguely familiar. 

“Do we know him?” Taylor murmured to his XO. 

“I doubt it,” Billy murmured back. “All the Pendals literally look identical, so it’s more likely you’ve crossed paths with one of his kind someplace else. Around Jax starport, maybe.” 

Taylor shrugged off his sense of déjà vu as best he could while the others approached the conference table.

“Everyone, please be seated,” Colonel Enkh said before following her own instruction. “Allow me to introduce Chief Taylor Van Zant and Major William Dawson of Swamp Eagle Security.”

Both men nodded. 

“Gentlemen, these are my colleagues.” The colonel gestured to the Sumatozou. “This is Fragontic. He’s a longtime associate of the Golden Horde and the commanding officer of Fragontic’s Fearless. He has a lot of personal experience on the matters we’ll be discussing here today.”

Taylor greeted the alien with a wave. “Good ta meetcha.” 

The Sumatozou didn’t respond.

“Maybe he didn’t hear you,” Billy whispered. 

“I heard him just fine, Major Dawson,” Fragontic grumbled. “I shall do you both the courtesy of being frank.” 

Frank’s my nav officer. You’ll just have to stick with Farts n’ fights or whatever.

“I, unlike some of my associates—” Fragontic pelted Japhara with a dirty look, “—am not convinced that the two of you are ready to be at this table. You are neither Horsemen, nor even mid-level mercs, even by Earth standards. You are, as you Humans like to say, ‘small potatoes.’ It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable; I’m just not sure you’re capable enough. I’ve seen what we’re up against. Nevertheless—” he sighed, “—I’ve learned to trust the colonel’s judgement during matters like these, and I see no reason to stray from that approach now.” He leaned in, eyes narrowing. “I hope you prove her judgment correct. For your sakes, as well as ours.” 

Taylor traded matching smirks with his XO. 

“Moving on.” The colonel cleared her throat. “Next, I’d like you to meet—”

The Pendal rose to his feet and dropped his hood, thereby revealing his three widespread eyes and central mouth, before extending one of his four hands to Taylor. “Yosiff. My name is Yosiff. It is a genuine pleasure to finally make your proper acquaintance, Chief Van Zant. The last time we met, you were quite busy.” 

“I was?” Taylor shook the alien’s hand. 

“You were,” Yosiff said. “You, the Sumatozou named Haju, and the other Humans were in the process of clearing my cell block on Droxis when I brushed past you en route to the Tortantulas’ drop ship. We were evacuated shortly thereafter, so you and I never formally met.” 

“You were on Droxis?” Billy asked. 

“That’s right,” Yosiff said, his voice the harsh whisper of his race. “The KzSha attacked my transport ship in the Jainoy system and took our crew captive at the behest of the renegade gate master, Akoya Vehlo. From there, we were returned with the others to Droxis and forced to work as slave laborers in the red diamond mine your forces destroyed.” He hung his head. “I must confess. For a time, I feared we were done for, my shipmates and me. But then the Eagles arrived and gave those wasps the justice they deserved.” He glanced up. “On behalf of every poor soul who was ever forced to lift a shovel in that godsforsaken hellhole, I sincerely thank you for your heroism.”

Taylor had commanded his own merc company for more than three years, and in that time, he’d experienced a lot of things. None of it had prepared him for a compliment like the one he’d just received. “I appreciate the kind words, Yosiff. I really do. The fact is, though, my people ain’t any different than most every other culture on Earth—or the Galactic Union, for that matter—in that we once had our hands in the slave trade, too. Thankfully, our ancestors squared with that history a long time ago, and, by the grace of God, we haven’t looked back. Nowadays, when we see someone takin’ advantage of others, we Southerners are often inclined to step in. It ain’t anything heroic. It’s just what’s right.”

The Pendal offered up a final smile, seeming to understand, then returned to his seat. 

“Excellent.” The colonel clasped her hands. “Now that the formalities have been settled, why don’t we—”

“I have a question before we start,” Fragontic said. 

Of course he does.

The Sumatozou jabbed a sausage-sized finger at Taylor. “Why is the Eagles’ CO called ‘Chief?’ Is that not an inferior rank to colonel or even major?” 

“It is in most merc outfits, but not ours,” Taylor said. “It’s the title I took when I reopened my brother’s company three years ago.” 

“But why not assume the rank of colonel instead?” Fragontic asked. “It would make things much simpler for others of our craft to determine you are the Eagles’ leader.” 

Taylor raised a shoulder. “Seems to me you figured it out just fine once I explained things. Why mess with something that clearly ain’t broke?” 

The merc commander’s expression turned sideways. 

“As I was saying,” the colonel continued. “Now that formalities have been satisfied, let us call to order today’s meeting of the Gathering.”

“The what?” Taylor wondered aloud.

“The Gathering is a collective of beings who’ve taken up arms against the synthetic intelligence entities I told you about in Jacksonville,” the colonel said. “We exchange information and resources about the SIs. In some instances, we even share our forces when the need arises.” 

Billy sat forward. “Chief told me about these SI creatures after your chat outside the Hell House. With respect, and not to question the quality of your intel, but are you sure these things are as powerful as you suggest? I mean, come on. A group of 20,000-year-old beings roaming Creation and pulling the levers behind the curtain of the massive apparatus we call the Galactic Union? That’s kind of a tall tale, don’t ya think?”

Fragontic snorted across the table. “I can assure you, Major Dawson,” he said, rubbing the scar on his face, “the SIs are every bit the real threat Colonel Enkh says they are. My company has faced one in battle. It did not end well for our side.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Billy said.

“Do we know how many SIs actually exist?” Taylor asked. 

“Not precisely, though we believe, based on current intel, that every Guild is being controlled by at least one,” Sansar said. “As it stands, we’ve countered Minerva, the SI controlling the Science Guild, at least for the time being. However, I believe we can safely assume we’ve entered the crosshairs of a second after the Eagles’ actions on Droxis.” 

Taylor steepled his palms. “So it’s true, then. The Merchant Guild is being controlled by the same SI who put a hit out on my people.” 

“I’m afraid so,” the colonel admitted.

Billy palmed his forehead and muttered, “One of these days, we’re really gonna have to stop pissing in other people’s corn flakes and start minding our own business.” 

Taylor was inclined to agree. “What does the Gathering know about the Merchant Guild SI?” 

“Not much, aside from the fact that we now know for certain it was bankrolling Akoya’s mining operation,” the colonel said. “Since then, it would seem, the SI has shifted its means of procuring wealth to other methods.” 

“Such as?” Billy asked. 

“Pirating, to be exact,” the colonel said. “Over the last 18 months, numerous merchant ships have reported being attacked by marauders who seemingly appear out of nowhere to hijack their cargo.”

“That actually makes a lot of sense.” Billy snapped his fingers. “Think about it, Chief. Who better to know what ships are transporting what goods to what systems, with or without an armed escort, than the Merchant Guild? If this SI really is in control of the guild, it’d be like handing 17-year-old me the keys to my parents’ liquor cabinet. There’s no way I’m not gonna crack her open for all she’s worth.”

Sansar offered a round of applause. “Well done, Major. It is also very much worth noting that the frequency and ferocity of these attacks has escalated significantly since Droxis.”

That, too, makes a lot of sense, Taylor thought. “What do we know about them? The pirates, that is. What species are they? What sort of ships are they using to execute their attacks?”

“All of them,” the colonel said.

“Come again?” Billy asked. 

Sansar sighed. “The pirates aren’t one species or another using a particular type of ship. These raids have been perpetrated by dozens of species, spread across multiple regions, in multiple systems. The pirates could literally be anyone, anywhere, at any time.” 

Taylor caught a nervous look from his XO. 

“Are you suggesting that this thing...” Billy began, “this SI is capable of manipulating others into carrying out its orders?” 

“In some instances, yes,” the colonel said. “In some instances, the SI’s control runs far deeper.” 

“Explain,” Taylor said. 

“The Gathering has observed a handful of instances where someone—or something—seemed to command large clusters of beings in unison,” the colonel said. “During such occasions, the aliens in question responded more like drones than sentient beings.” 

“So they couldn’t think for themselves, then,” Billy surmised.

“It appeared they could think for themselves, but only within the confines of the SI’s programming,” Japhara said. “They were given an order. They performed that order. End of story. When something went wrong or circumstances changed, the drones withdrew, probably to receive new instructions.” 

“And in other instances?” Taylor asked. 

“In other instances, the SI seemed to control the host directly by physically inhabiting the other’s body,” the colonel said. “In such situations, the host spoke differently, acted differently. They were also far more adaptable and, according to the intel, always in total command of their drone followers.” 

Billy winced. “You make the whole thing sound like some kind of demonic possession.” 

“Depending on one’s belief system, yes,” Sansar said. “Possession isn’t an entirely inaccurate metaphor for the joining process.”

“I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that,” Fragontic added. “The SI also has the ability to jump, for lack of a better term, into any being it wishes at any time.” 

“Jump?” Taylor asked. 

“Correct,” Fragontic said. “During my company’s encounters with Minerva, we experienced several instances when we believed we had it cornered. Every time, it escaped.”

Sansar nodded. “I have also received information that shows that, in fighting back, several of the crews who were being pirated actually killed several of the SI’s hosts, and every time, the SI resurfaced occupying a new body.”

“How is that possible?” Taylor asked. “Don’t get me wrong, Colonel. I believe in God and the Bible. Even still, last time I checked, it’s been 2,000 years, give or take, since anybody on Earth has witnessed a demon possession.”

“The SI doesn’t occupy its hosts through spiritual suppression,” the colonel said. “Its methods are surprisingly far more practical.”

“How so?” Billy asked. 

The Golden Horde commander lifted a small hand from the conference table and pointed to one of the pinplant nodes behind her ear. “When I say these pirates can be anyone, anywhere, at any time, I mean that in every sense of the phrase. So long as they have pinplants, anyone is vulnerable to an SI’s manipulation.” 

Billy buried his face in his hands and grumbled a curse. “That’s it. I’m officially done with those things for the rest of my fargin life.” 

“If the pirates can be anyone, anywhere, then how do we track them? Taylor asked. “Or the SI, for that matter?” 

“That’s where we’ve caught a break.” The colonel raised a finger. “Another of my associates recently planted a tracker on a merchant ship, using an ancient sword as bait.”

“A sword,” Taylor repeated. 

“That’s right,” the colonel said. “It appears that 20,000-year-old beings have a flair for nostalgia. The pirates took the bait, which allowed my contact to track them to a remote world in the Coro region called Kullawee. We suspect that it is from here that the Merchant Guild SI is coordinating its attacks.”

“For what purpose?” Taylor asked. 

“I beg your pardon?” the colonel asked. 

“What’s this thing’s endgame?” Taylor asked. “Think about it, y’all. This thing is the head of a fargin guild. That means, as things stand, it’s already got more money and power than any one of us could ever fathom. Why go through all the hassle of staging these attacks? I mean, is it just bored or what?”

Sansar heaved a sigh. “We definitely know the SI is not after thrills.” 

“And how’s that?” Taylor asked. 

“Because it’s already amassed a fairly sizable fleet in the Kullawee system,” the colonel said.

This time it was Taylor’s turn to bury his face in his palms. “Great. So world domination it is, then.” 

“We can’t know that, either,” Japhara said. “The only thing we know for certain about the SIs is that they’re not like an artificial intelligence. They’re not programs built for a specific purpose. They grow and evolve, even going so far as to form their own personalities.” 

“Japhara is right,” Sansar said. “Different personalities crave different things, make different plans. Thus, there’s no way to know what this SI has in store until we find it ourselves...which brings us to you.” 

Taylor glanced up. 

“The Gathering needs Swamp Eagle Security to deploy to Kullawee and investigate what’s happening there,” the colonel said. “Under no circumstances are you to engage the SI or any of its followers. You are merely there to collect information and observe.” 
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