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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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 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.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 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.” 
 
    “This is from his UACC,” Nigel said. “There’s no way for it to be forged!” 
 
    Prava shrugged. “Yet, it has been. I’ve compared it to the guild records, as well as the latest backup copy that was made, and those transfers don’t exist.” 
 
    “But the station existed. Gob—” 
 
    “May not have known who he really worked for,” the Speaker said. “Maybe someone else was controlling him.” 
 
    “But the payments came from the Merc Guild. Peepo must—” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to lay this at Peepo’s feet,” the Speaker said, “the data does not justify the claim. The payments didn’t come from this office, and even if they had, Peepo wasn’t the only Speaker during the period in question. Whoever was operating this station, it wasn’t the Merc Guild; therefore, I don’t see how the guild owes you any reparations. Perhaps if you have any additional proof…?” 
 
    Nigel shook his head. 
 
    “Then I’m afraid I am going to have to make a motion to deny your claim. All in favor of denying the Human’s claim?” Everyone’s hand or claw at the table went up. “Motion carries. The claim is dismissed.” Toyn-Zhyll looked at Nigel. “If you find additional documentation, you are welcome to submit it, but for now, we have other business.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Gobi Desert, Emergence Area, Stopover System 
 
    “Emergence!” the sensor tech called. “Multiple emergences!” 
 
    “Is it the Hussars?” Captain Parker asked. 
 
    “Scanning…yes, it’s the Hussars!” the tech replied, his voice full of excitement. “The first ship in was one of their Egleesius-class battlecruisers.” He paused for a second and then exclaimed, “Wow! They came in force. In addition to the Egleesius, I’ve got two more battlecruisers, a couple of cruisers, a couple of big ships that look like what’re probably a drone carrier and a transport, and a pile of frigates.” 
 
    Parker nodded. “Comms, go ahead and hail them, please.” 
 
    “I have Captain Drizz from the Nuckelavee, sir,” the comms officer said after a few moments. 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    A couple of seconds later, a Zuul appeared on the main Tri-V. “Greetings, Captain Parker,” the Zuul said. He nodded to Sansar. “And to you, Colonel Enkh. I’m Captain Drizz. I understand you’re missing some people, but Colonel Cromwell didn’t have a lot of information for me on our mission.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sansar said. “My people took a contract to punish some of the Science Guild personnel in the Morgoth system for crimes they committed, from which they haven’t returned. We believe they were overwhelmed by Science Guild tech and either captured or destroyed. If they were captured, I want them back. If they were killed…” 
 
    Drizz nodded. “Then we will give the Science Guild what they have coming to them. Alexis briefed me on what we might face there, based on her experience with several of the conglomerates she’s faced recently. It is better if we lead, as it is unlikely your ship has the shielding or maneuverability necessary to counter the weapons they may have at their disposal, and it might take a blast or two from our main gun to get them to cooperate.” 
 
    “I’m happy to have you with us,” Captain Parker replied, “and I have no problem allowing you to soften them up. I’ve seen my share of space battles recently, and I’ve only just gotten the ship patched up from the last one. If you’re happy to lead, I will gladly follow.” 
 
    Drizz nodded. 
 
    “Captain Drizz,” Sansar said, “we’re under a bit of a time constraint, so if you wouldn’t mind heading for the stargate, we will brief you on our plan along the way so we don’t have to delay any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “I understand. I wouldn’t want my people subjected to the tender mercies of the Science Guild any longer than necessary.” He turned to someone on his bridge off-screen. “Proceed to the stargate,” he said, his voice grim. “We have people to rescue.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Dusman Facility, Cartwright’s Cavaliers Compound, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    “Power up sequence confirmed, you are go, Raknar 1,” the voice said over comms. 
 
    “Roger that,” Jim said. “Call us Doom.” 
 
    “Sorry, say again?” 
 
    Jim blinked. “Disregard, Control. Clear the gantry, we are going live.” Through the maintenance link inside the Raknar, Jim saw the last of the startup personnel move out of the immediate area. Quickly. 
 
    “All good, Jim, <Cheek!>” Splunk said. 
 
    “Yeah, all good. Raknar drivers, sound off.” 
 
    “Raknar 2, ready,” Ensign Darrel Fenn reported. 
 
    “Raknar 3, ready,” Sergeant Mia Kleve reported. 
 
    “Raknar 4, ready,” Sergeant Cindy Epard called. 
 
    “Raknar 5, ready,” Corporal Seamus Curran said. 
 
    “Raknar 6, ready,” Sergeant Shawn Thompson said. 
 
    “Missing friends,” Seamus said. 
 
    “Missing friends,” they all echoed. Sergeant Scott Mays had died during the assault on São Paulo last year. Getting their seventh Raknar pilot recruited, bonded, and trained was a priority for Jim. The fist was short a member. 
 
    “Let’s go for a run,” Jim said. “Ready, Splunk?” He felt her hands gently touch his pinplants. 
 
    “<Akee!>” 
 
    The two joined in Zha Akee. Jim and Splunk ceased to exist, and Doom took their place. The six survivors of the fist were released from the support frames and took their first steps in Houston. 
 
    Hundreds of acres of former industrial land had gone fallow for years as the region’s former capabilities fell off. At one time, the United States had consumed vast amounts of petroleum products, and much of the raw crude which flowed into the states had passed through Houston. As fusion power and hybrid alien-made power cells brought in the age of electric vehicles, the miles of refineries lining the Gulf of Mexico became rusting relics of a bygone era. 
 
    Shortly after the war, Jim, in his position as Minister of War, had arranged to take possession of 12,000 acres of this former industrial zone for use as a merc training area. A further 3,000 acres was put aside for Raknar training and evaluation. 
 
    “It’s all polluted as fuck anyway,” he’d explained to the new Federation Minister of Environmental Concerns. As that person was much more engaged with limiting non-intelligent invasive alien species, he’d been more than willing to cede the abandoned land over to Jim. Especially when Jim said he’d work to do some cleanup over time. After we smash everything flat, of course. 
 
    The six Raknar walked to the center of the cavernous building. It reminded Jim of the old NASA VAB—the vehicle assembly building—in Cape Canaveral, Florida, which was now a museum. The Raknar complex wasn’t as tall, but it was several times longer and wider. It took quite a building to hold 150 Raknar. 
 
    The fist marched clear of the building. To avoid damaging the flooring, which was only two meters thick, the rule made by the Dusman was that they had to walk within the perimeter, no exceptions. However, once they were past the edge of the tarmac, it was time for some fun. 
 
    <Let’s go!> He/they called to the rest of the fist, and the 1,000-ton mechs quickly accelerated to 50 kilometers per hour, a slow run. It was only five kilometers to the new proving grounds. It wouldn’t take them long to get there. 
 
    They reveled inside Zha Akee again. It felt like ages since they were last wrapped inside the Raknar battlespace. The dividing line between Jim and Splunk was all but invisible. They were Doom, the dreaded and feared Raknar that had defeated Peepo’s fleet and flattened São Paulo! The part which was still Jim cringed at the remembered slaughter, the radioactive ruins. Doom thirsted for more. 
 
    The old industrial road east of the Cavaliers’ compound passed under what had once been the Gulf Freeway, Interstate 45. Some ground traffic still used it, so the bridge over their road was rebuilt with a clearance of 35 meters, but it wasn’t enough clearance to allow them to run at full speed, so they slowed to a walk as they passed underneath. Above, dozens of cars stopped, and people were standing on the side of the road, blocking traffic, pointing and staring at the spectacle. Mia Kleve/Sandy in Fear raised a hand to them just before they passed under the bridge. They could hear the Humans cheering. 
 
    <They know their betters,> the voice laughed. 
 
    The fist cleared the bridge and accelerated to a fast run, 75 kph. The impacts of the 1,000-ton machines shook windows a kilometer away. They entered the proving grounds a minute later. 
 
    The Raknar area was another kilometer over, adjacent to Trinity Bay. To their left was an open-use area where CASPers ran, dodged, and used their jumpjets. Like the motorists as the fist passed under I-45, the mercs driving their CASPers stopped what they were doing to watch the Raknar thunder past. 
 
    When they reached their goal, Jim/Splunk uploaded a preplanned battle simulation where 2,000 armored foes occupied the factory, armed with lasers, portable particle cannons, and rockets. <Kill them all,> Doom ordered, and they attacked. 
 
    “We’re going to have to be a little less weapons-hot,” Jim said as they walked back to the facility an hour later. He’d had them break Zha Akee once the training cycle was over. The reason, he told them, was to practice operating their Raknar outside Zha Akee. The real reason was his steadily degrading mental awareness while immersed. 
 
    “If you didn’t insist on blowing the shit out of everything,” Fenn said. What had once been a massive oil refinery was now a smoldering ruin behind them. Even so, it would have its uses. 
 
    “I see no problem with blowing the shit out of everything,” Dante said in his remarkably gravelly Dusman voice. 
 
    “Sounds like fun to me,” Seamus agreed with his bonded Dusman. 
 
    “Kick ass,” Mia said, and the comms filled with good-natured laughter. 
 
    Jim nodded; their good mood was one of the beneficial side effects of the training op, even if it left his brain aching with the echoes of his inner voices. 
 
    “When’s the next exercise?” Fenn asked. 
 
    “Next week,” Jim said. “You are running this one. I have some minister duties.” 
 
    “I help, <Skaa!>” 
 
    “That works,” Jim said. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about the recruiting regime,” Dante said. “The techs have given me a schedule for update and refurbishment of the Raknar we brought back.” 
 
    “Did I see you have begun training KzSha as techs?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dante answered. “Their tech knowledge is fairly advanced. Not quite as much as yours, but they’ve managed their own form of Konar. It’s based on ours, after all.” 
 
    Sandy snorted. “Stolen outright is more like it.” 
 
    “Either way,” Dante said, “they’ve increased our pool of talent. The chief Vok’o says we should have the first salvaged Raknar operational in two weeks, and then the rate will increase.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jim said and checked his pinplants to review his schedule. “Let’s do a general meeting on Tuesday.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dante said. They were passing back under the I-45 bridge which was now completely packed with hundreds of cars and thousands of people. They were cheering and using Tri-V cameras. But there were a few obviously protesting. “Aliens Out!” was a common sign. “You know how much easier this would be if you just became our servitors?” 
 
    “I know it would be easier for you,” Jim replied. “Maybe not so much for Humans.” Dante didn’t say anything else, and the other Humans stayed out of it. As Fenn, his nominal second in command of the Raknar, said when it came up once, “It’s above my pay grade, boss.” 
 
    They finished their walk back, and Jim made a few notes about the voices he kept hearing. After all, if you wonder if you’re crazy, that means you aren’t crazy, right? 
 
    The voice laughed at him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “So,” Toyn-Zhyll said, “let us move on to the next order of business.” He looked at Longashooka. “I understand your captain has returned from the Front.” 
 
    “That is correct,” the Bakulu replied. 
 
    “And you have a report from him to present?” 
 
    “I do. Captain Garooshpa took his ship to the Krrkow system, and he found it to be as Captain Kaupo had previously reported to the Council. The Kahraman have withdrawn from the system. I am sad to report that the planet was also as Kaupo described; it has been razed by the Kahraman. There is nothing left; the Xlatan race has been destroyed. There may be individuals who left the planet before it was destroyed, but there is nothing left there now.” 
 
    “So where is the Kahraman fleet?” the Flatar rep asked. 
 
    “It has apparently pulled back further into the Fourth Arm,” Longashooka said. “No one has seen it since the fleet left Krrkow.” 
 
    “The Merc Guild fleet didn’t follow them?” 
 
    All three of Longashooka’s eyes bulged. “Follow them? Into the Fourth Arm? I don’t think that thought occurred to them. It is, however, hard to know what they were thinking.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because the Merc Guild fleet wasn’t actually in the Krrkow system when our ship got there. They have withdrawn to somewhere else. There was one picket ship left by the stargate who told Captain Garooshpa the fleet had withdrawn, but he wouldn’t say to where. He said it was privileged info, and Garooshpa didn’t have the requisite clearance or need to know. When pressed further, the picket jumped on its internal shunts and left the system.” 
 
    “So, we don’t actually know for certain that the war is over?” Toyn-Zhyll asked. 
 
    “It’s over; the Kahraman have withdrawn.” 
 
    “But they weren’t actually beaten?” Toyn-Zhyll asked. “There were no terms of surrender signed? No peace treaty?” 
 
    “Uh…” Nigel could see Longashooka was stalling. Nigel—and everyone else except the Lumar rep, probably—could see where this was going. “No?” Longashooka asked in a small voice. 
 
    “Then the war isn’t over,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “They could return at any moment. Worse, how do we know the status of our fleet? If your captain didn’t see them, how do we know they still exist? This whole situation is strange, and we need more information before we can go back to business as normal. What would happen if the Kahraman were to show up here, unexpectedly? Without having the Merc Guild fleet to hold them back, I have serious concerns.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” Prava said. “Let me guess: no contracts at this time?” 
 
    “I think it would be highly irresponsible if we were to do so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Gobi Desert, Emergence Area, Morgoth System 
 
    The Gobi Desert emerged in the Morgoth system. If everything had gone as planned, the Hussars had entered five minutes earlier and swept the emergence area clean. 
 
    “Drones out!” Parker said. “Sensors, what have we got?” 
 
    “Well…uh…” the tech temporized as the data came in. “Not much, it doesn’t look like. The Hussars are in combat formation, but they’re just sitting there.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Sansar’s spine. The Hussars never just sat around. Plan, Prepare, Strike! wasn’t just their motto, it was their way of life. If they were just sitting there… 
 
    “Are they waiting for something?” Sansar asked. “Is something attacking?” 
 
    “I don’t see anything. Their ships look like they’re operating normally…they’re just sitting there. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Captain Parker, I have Captain Drizz to speak to you.” 
 
    “On screen.” The main Tri-V shifted from a picture of the tactical situation to a view of the Zuul. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Drizz coughed lightly, a small chuckle. “You’re never going to believe this,” he said, “but we’ve been in contact with the Science Guild…and they welcomed us to the system.” 
 
    “What!” Sansar asked. “They welcomed us? What about my people?” 
 
    “Stand by. You can ask them yourself; I’m bringing Academic Marsli into the feed.” 
 
    The screen split in two and an image of a Maki in purple robes filled the other half of the screen. “Greetings, Human. I am Academic Marsli and it is my pleasure to welcome you to our Morgoth facility.” 
 
    Sansar’s jaw dropped, and she closed it again with an effort of will. Of all the possible outcomes she’d prepared for, this wasn’t one of them. “Uh…thank you.” 
 
    Marsli bowed, although it wasn’t much more than a nod. “Your associate Captain Drizz has already informed me that you are here looking for your personnel.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sansar said. “Do you have them?” 
 
    “Sadly, no, you’re too late.” 
 
    “What do you mean? If you’ve harmed them—” 
 
    The Maki made a patting motion with his hands. “No, no, nothing like that. Yes, they were here, but what I was trying to explain was that they left several days ago to return to your home world. If you had waited there a little longer you would have seen them arrive.” 
 
    Somehow, Sansar kept her jaw from dropping again. “You let them go? Even after…” Her voice trailed off, not knowing how their mission to the system had turned out. 
 
    “Yes, yes. It was a dirty business, and one that we are glad to now have behind us. Yes, your people came here tracking one of our proctors who was a little overexuberant in following his mission orders.” 
 
    “Overexuberant? He wiped out a stargate crew!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am aware. He did that on his own, just like he was involved in raising Canavar. That is a criminal activity, of course, and one that we wouldn’t be pursuing. That’s why he set up the facility in another system: so he could do it without our oversight or knowledge. We have shut down this practice so something like this can’t happen again.” 
 
    “What happened to the proctor?” 
 
    “We held a trial where all his actions came to light. We determined that he’d been pursuing illegal Canavar technology and had committed crimes against the Galactic Union, including killing the stargate crew. As such, he was sentenced to termination and summarily executed. Having met their objectives in this system, your people left to get paid for completing their contract—even though we took care of it for them—and then to return to Earth.” 
 
    “You have documentation of the execution?” 
 
    “Of course. We recorded it, as we expected the Peacemaker and Cartography Guilds would want confirmation of his demise.” The Maki looked off-screen. “Transmit the file to them so they can see.” 
 
    “I have the file,” the communications officer said after a few seconds. 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” Sansar ordered. “Split screen.” 
 
    The main viewer split into thirds, with the Science Guild representative moving to the right side of the screen and Drizz on the left. In the center, an opSha stood chained to a wall. A voice from off-screen said, “Fire!” and a number of laser bolts sliced through the alien. It dropped to the ground, leaving a pattern of blood spatters and a vertical smear down the wall behind it. The recording ended, and the screen closed. 
 
    “We will be happy to transfer all of his UACC identification, of course,” the Maki added. 
 
    “Our people saw all of this?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “And they believed it?” 
 
    The Maki gave his version of a smile. “No, of course not. They asked to come onboard and verify everything for themselves.” 
 
    “Did they?” 
 
    “Yes. We welcomed them with open arms and hosted them onboard the station for two days. Your people looked around, saw where the execution took place, and took a variety of samples to bring to the Cartography Guild individual who commissioned their contract. After that, your people left in good spirits.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “As I previously indicated, it was just a few days ago.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Why is that? Their ships—and all the people onboard them—are gone. Do you have some evidence they are still here or that we have in any way tried to deceive you?” 
 
    “No, but it seems like you gave in too easily. I’ve never seen the Science Guild give out information so easily.” 
 
    “Well, we here at the Morgoth facility don’t feel the need to have any secrets. We are working on a variety of proprietary projects, but we would happily let a few of your people come onboard the station and look around, if that would help put you at ease.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “I think I would like that.” 
 
    “By all means,” the Maki said, waving an arm toward the station behind him in invitation. “Send ten of your people to verify whatever they’d like.” 
 
    “That’s not enough. I want to bring along an armed guard as well.” 
 
    “Feel free to bring along an additional ten troops for security if you’d like,” the Maki said. “We have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “We will be right over.” 
 
    “We welcome your visit,” the Maki said with a bow. “We will see you soon.” 
 
    The screen went blank. 
 
    “They’re hiding something,” Sansar said. 
 
    “Obviously,” Parker agreed, “but I don’t know what. My technician has been unable to find any evidence of them or their ship. They aren’t at the station, they’re not in orbit, and—unless they’ve been obscured somehow—they aren’t on the planet below the station.” 
 
    “What do they have to gain from lying to us, though?” Buddha asked. “If they did, we’d know it when we got back to Earth, and they weren’t there, right?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re hoping for time,” Parker said, “so they can get additional defenses set up. The time it would take to make a round trip to Earth and back would give them a month to do an awful lot.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Sansar allowed. “Still, something seems off. Why would they invite us to the station?” 
 
    “Because it’s a trap and they want to use us as hostages?” Parker asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Sansar said. “Still, I think I’d like to go over there and have a look around.” 
 
    “And if it’s a trap?” Buddha asked. 
 
    Sansar smiled. “Then we spring it, and you come in and get us.” 
 
    “Someone else will have to come and get you in that case, ma’am.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    Buddha smiled. “Because I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Orbital Shipyards, Earth, Sol System 
 
    Jim observed the shuttle pilot docking via his pinplants. He’d been stuck in his office almost non-stop for the last two weeks. When news arrived that the first ship was coming out of the manufactory Alexis had given him, or rather given to Earth, he’d grabbed the excuse to get the hell off the ground. He was afraid his staff would throw a butterfly net over him if any of them found out he was having psychotic thoughts about the other government ministers. 
 
    He was feeling better, truth be told. At least he hadn’t found himself contemplating suck-starting his GP-90. Maybe the voices had taken his borderline freak-out seriously. They had listened to him, at least to some degree, while in Zha Akee and piloting his Raknar. 
 
    “You’re not crazy unless you answer your own questions,” Hargrave had said to him once. Well, he was answering himself. At least, the bloodthirsty voices were answering him. 
 
    He found the less time he spent in the Raknar, the less the voices bothered him. The conclusion Jim had come to was a simple one: PTSD. His experiences in the war, piloting the Raknar in Zha Akee, and his imprisonment by General Peepo had traumatized him and caused some sort of schizoid event. At least, that’s what he thought after reading up on the subject. 
 
    The meetings with Dante and Splunk for organizing the expanding Raknar Corps had gone well enough. The one-eyed, grizzled old Dusman had refused to defer to Jim on just about everything. Dante had suggested a simple global mandatory testing for all citizens to narrow the pool. 
 
    “That’s not legal,” Jim pointed out. 
 
    “Make it legal,” Dante had growled. 
 
    In the end, Jim had talked with the Minister of Education and set up a test on the Aethernet. Any adult between 16 and 50 who took the test and got an acceptable score would earn a credit. He’d even managed to underwrite the costs by cutting a deal with a tech consortium doing business on Earth. Some of the test results concentrated on technological prowess. If they didn’t score highly enough to be a Raknar driver, but did well in the technology section, Jim sold their data to the consortium. Was it legal or ethical? Probably not on both counts, but he found his ethics becoming a little more fluid as a government official. 
 
    “We’re docked, Colonel,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Jim said. He’d obviously zoned out because the other passengers had already disembarked. 
 
    He was quite proficient in zero G, having gotten weeks of experience while he and Splunk were searching for information on Raknar. He easily sailed out of the shuttle. 
 
    He’d put Mia in charge of the outreach. They were already getting a dozen hits on the test every day. After further investigating each person, they were either removed from the list, or they eventually received a visit from a recruiter and a Dusman. Eventually, a pair meeting would be arranged, which would hopefully result in a new Raknar driver. 
 
    According to the Dusman, the rate of potentially bondable Humans should be 1 in 60,000. This presented a theoretical pool of 100,000. Narrowing by age and physical restrictions dropped it to around 40,000. Considering they only needed a couple hundred, it seemed easy. Finding 150 people in a population of six billion wasn’t simple. Plus, it had to be done slowly and clandestinely. If he ran an ad on the Aethernet, he’d probably get a billion replies and protests. So, it was slow and steady, regardless of how much it annoyed Dante. 
 
    The transfer station he passed into was among the saddest facilities he’d ever used. Such orbital stations were ubiquitous in the Galactic Union, as large cargo ships couldn’t land in a significant gravity well. For a world to facilitate trade, they needed transfer stations. Earth had once possessed a decent one, funded by a Maki trading company for a small percentage. Peepo had blown it up, naturally. 
 
    After the war was over, Jim had taken the remains of an Izlian battleship—one ironically, he and his fellow Raknar drivers had gutted of weaponry—and turned it into a transfer station. Because its engines and power plant were still functioning, the operation had been relatively simple. So, Earth joined the dregs of the galaxy using a hulk as an orbital transfer station. 
 
    Even though it was a sad situation, it did have utility. There were numerous docking bays, huge holds, and it held thousands of tons of valuable elements to build ships. It was slowly being gutted of all non-essential equipment for its new job, and the pieces were being fed into the shipyards. 
 
    Jim floated through the rebuilt hallways and came to an observation dome which had once been a shield array. A dozen other high officials from the Terran Federation were already there, along with a hundred or so well-placed citizens, reporters, and a few transfer station workers. As soon as he entered, the reporters all approached him with a hundred questions. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “How many ships are you going to order?” 
 
    “Why does Earth need a massive military?” 
 
    “Are you ever going to offer an official apology for São Paulo?” 
 
    Jim made a mental note to avoid the asshole who asked the last question. 
 
    “This is an important day,” he said to the group, not any single reporter. “Today, we take the first step in ensuring Earth never gets successfully invaded again. I hope you enjoy the show.” 
 
    Their questions pursued him, but a squad of mercs in the employ of his department kept them at bay as he joined the other ministers, who greeted him amiably. 
 
    “Quite the spectacle,” the Minister of Economic Development said. She was almost as excited as Jim. The construction of the new shipyard, as well as all the infrastructure to support it, started with Alexis Cromwell’s loan of the starship manufactory. The massively complicated robotic factory could do more than half the construction of ships—up to battlecruiser size—from nothing more than raw materials. 
 
    Using raw materials made for a rather slow process, though. By feeding the manufactory more complete sub-assemblies, the speed drastically increased. It had taken three months for this first hull to come out of the manufactory. An orbital assembly facility which produced shield arrays had been completed the week before. Another was under construction to make laser emitters. Still another was about to begin producing missile handling equipment. On Earth, a missile factory was about to be opened by Ctech, the company which formerly had only made firearms. None other than Binnig was going to be producing a series of starship maintenance and damage control bots. The next ship would come out a lot faster. 
 
    “I hadn’t planned this to be a circus,” Jim said. She nodded in a way which said she doubted his assertion, but he really hadn’t. A press release had gone out from his office that he would be at the transfer station to watch the ship come out of the manufactory. The president of the Federation had done a piece on it. The rest was history. 
 
    “Great job, Minister Cartwright,” someone said, and a second later there was a polite round of applause. 
 
    “This isn’t for the Federation,” Jim said, looking around. “This is for all Humans and those aliens who live on Earth.” The Minister of Immigration gave him a knowing look. Jim hadn’t made any secret about his beliefs. He felt any aliens who weren’t on the openly hostile to humanity list and who wanted to stay should be given an opportunity to earn citizenship. 
 
    “There it is!” 
 
    Jim looked at the manufactory orbiting less than a kilometer away. A long, boxy assembly, it looked like a strange cargo ship, or maybe a collection of buildings transported to space. One end had a cylindrical opening 200 meters across. The gleaming silver nose of a ship was coming out. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you EMS Freedom,” Jim said. This applause was quite a bit more exuberant. Even a few of the press applauded. 
 
    The ship was a copy of the Winged Hussars’ Steed-class battlecruiser. There weren’t any naval architects on Earth up to the task of such a ship. Not only had Alexis loaned them the manufactory, she had also made sure it came complete with designs for most of their ships. Next up were a pair of escort frigates. Then a big job: the manufactory would make a copy of itself. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” the elSha engineer he’d hired to oversee the manufactory’s operation had told him. “They’re designed to make it impossible.” A week later Jim gave him a computer chip with codes which overrode the restriction. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Jim said. “Oh, and don’t try to copy them. They’ll only work once.” 
 
    The week after that, the elSha complained they were running low on F11, needed for the manufactory’s six fusion plants. A few days later, a small F11 tanker arrived with enough of the rare element to not only run the manufactory for a year, but to fuel every ship it could turn out as well. 
 
    “Let me guess: don’t ask?” the engineer asked. 
 
    Jim smiled and nodded. He also hoped the curious elSha hadn’t noticed the ship delivering the F11 was not equipped with a hyperspace drive. He’d been able to provide them with a lot of the rare components from salvage. Peepo had graciously left a shit-ton of wrecked ships behind. However, his secret sources couldn’t make hyperspace computers or other drive parts. Yet.  
 
    “Too bad we can’t do our own designs,” one of the ministers said. 
 
    “The Houston-class was a capable cruiser,” someone else said. 
 
    “It never saw real combat,” Jim said. “I consulted with the Winged Hussars on this decision. I think we can count on them in this matter, don’t you?” The one who’d spoken frowned slightly; the others nodded. It was clear the commentator had a personal interest; perhaps his family was into starships somehow. This didn’t matter to Jim. “It’s a Human design; I’m glad to have them. The Four Horsemen for Earth.” He turned away to watch Freedom emerge. 
 
    The Freedom, once she was completely outfitted, would increase their home fleet to a grand total of four hyperspace-capable ships. There were two Ghesha-class laser frigates, Jondu Ka and Afhudu. They were Izlian ships, damaged in the battle and abandoned. They were easy to bring back online. The other was a Petal-class battlecruiser, Jiik. Its entire nose had been cut off by a spinal mount shot from Nuckelavee. The fledgling naval yard had simply truncated the ship and converted it into a drone carrier. Since the Federation was in possession of several thousand Izlian combat drones, it was a good fit. The class of one was renamed Rose since it had been cut. 
 
    Until Freedom came online, the Terran Federation couldn’t stand off the assault of a single well-equipped merc cruiser. He considered Bucephalus more than a match for the other three. 
 
    Once the big launch finished, Jim left with his personal guard detail and went to one of the non-public areas of the transfer station. This had once been a crew area and contained some larger open spaces. He’d been here a couple times before, as it provided a good location for what came next. The designated meeting room was already occupied by one of his guards. 
 
    “Is he here already?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Got here before all the dignitaries arrived.” 
 
    Jim had hoped not to keep him waiting but sometimes it was unavoidable with his job. “No admittance,” he reminded the man, who gave him a salute. His guards weren’t Cavaliers, which annoyed Buddha to no end. However, they were all experienced mercs who’d been raised with stories of the Four Horsemen. While opinions varied widely among the civilian population of Earth—especially concerning how far the Horsemen had gone to liberate the planet—among mercs, Jim and his fellows were godlike heroes. He trusted his guards, which was what mattered. 
 
    He passed through the door into the interior. As the transfer station was a former warship, it lacked a gravity deck, which made some things more difficult. For his guest, it made life easier. 
 
    “Good to see you, my Human friend,” Chiss said. 
 
    The Aku didn’t have facial features. Though most closely resembling a terrestrial box turtle, there was less in common the more you looked at them. Their necks were long—almost shockingly long—and could extend 40 centimeters, and more when surprised. Their front arms incorporated dexterous hands and possessed razor-sharp claws, which they only used for digging; the Aku were completely nonviolent. Their rear legs were similar but only useable for basic grasping. The shape of their shell made digging easy. They were ungainly on land, to say the least. In zero G, they possessed a certain majesty, which reminded Jim of a manatee. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Chiss,” Jim said. “I wanted to start by thanking you again for the shipment of F11.” 
 
    “It is no difficulty for the one who rescued us. Supplying you with whatever we can is a minor thing.” 
 
    “So, the Jupiter mine is working well?” 
 
    “It is, it is!” Chiss said excitedly. “We are getting two hundred liters per day now. We want to expand capacity but haven’t because of your warning.” 
 
    Jim nodded. The F11 extraction facility dated back many years—an old cruiser converted to a space station for research. A scientist had proposed that since F11 was mined from ancient gas giants whose atmosphere had been blown away by supernovas, the F11 must already be present in them. He’d gotten the earliest glimmers of success shortly before the Omega War broke out, managing to yield a few milliliters per day, which was enough to keep the station’s reactors fueled. 
 
    When the war broke out, the station’s staff and scientists were lost on a shuttle returning to Earth. A few refugees had occupied the station during the war, unaware of how the machinery worked; they only knew it was a “safe” place to survive. Somewhat deep in the Jovian atmosphere, it escaped the fate of most other outposts in the system. 
 
    When the machinery began to break down, it was again abandoned, only to be found by Chiss and his curious followers. They quickly understood the nature of the research underway, advanced it, and improved it. Chiss had told Jim via secure comms he believed there was at least 100 cubic kilometers of F11 to be harvested. 
 
    “I believe when a gas giant’s atmosphere is stripped by a supernova, most of the F11 is lost to space,” Chiss had theorized. 
 
    Jim’s research said the richest F11 mines in the galaxy had a reserve of 500 million liters. There were a trillion liters in a single cubic kilometer. Chiss was getting 200 liters per day, and if his estimates were correct, he could continue to get that amount for millennia. 
 
    “As much as it tempts me to have the manufactory crank out a couple F11 tankers and let you start ramping up production, the risk outweighs the potential benefit.” 
 
    “The potential benefit is massive wealth for your race and ours,” Chiss said, and Jim nodded. “The risk would be destroying the market for F11 and cratering the value.” 
 
    “We would be invaded by a massive force long before that,” Jim said. 
 
    “I understand the economics of supply and demand, even of a rare commodity. I do not understand the need to kill over it.” 
 
    “The guilds operate to control the flow of wealth. The Merchant Guild is the closest among them to controlling F11, mostly through moving it and buying and selling it. However, they are the most dependent, too. There are millions of starships working under Merchant Guild law, plying the routes across the galaxy, bringing every sort of commodity to planets hungry for goods. If the F11 became too common or too rare, their position would be in danger.” 
 
    Chiss listened, though Jim was unsure if the alien completely understood. They were incredibly intelligent beings. The KzSha had enslaved them because they were resistant to radiation and quick learners. Had the KzSha known how intelligent the Aku were, would it have changed how the Aku had been treated? He doubted it. 
 
    “For now, it makes the most sense to maintain production at the current level or increase it as you can with whatever means you already have at hand. I know there are alien spies in the system, and I know the wrong people would hear about it if you changed your Jovian facility into a full-blown F11 mine. It’s too big of a risk. Once we have a fleet, we can reconsider.” 
 
    “We honor your wisdom,” Chiss said, blinking his dark eyes. 
 
    I wish I was wise. Ever since he’d helped break their slavery to the KzSha, the Aku had treated him with an almost godlike reverence, despite his attempts to convince them otherwise. 
 
    “Have you an update for us on our ownership of Klotho 97?” 
 
    “I have purchased the claim from Smith Industries.” They needed a defense contract anyway. “But I don’t want to transfer it to you until I have obtained citizenship for the Aku. We’re keeping the fact that you’re here a secret to keep you safe. We included your race in the general alien amnesty bill, but it hasn’t been approved yet.” Jim shrugged then sighed. “I’m trying, but it’s not my governmental department.” 
 
    “We understand,” Chiss said. 
 
    “The code you wrote for the manufactory was a surprise.” Jim had asked the Aku if it were possible for them to make another manufactory, because he’d already known it wasn’t possible to build one with his existing manufactory. The courier had returned with the data chip and simple instructions from Chiss to “use this on manufactory.” 
 
    “It is that, and another reason I have come myself to visit.” 
 
    “Sorry you had to come in the courier,” Jim added. The courier ship was one of many salvaged former warships left by Peepo. They’d stripped the weapons systems off a slew of corvettes and retasked them as couriers and small freighters. With the war over, they needed transportation in the system more than combat craft. 
 
    “It is fine. When you asked us not to greatly expand F11 mining, we went about reworking what we had.” 
 
    Jim began to be concerned. When he had only known Splunk as a Fae, she’d been known for her ability to take apart and understand technology. She’d gleefully “borrowed” any piece of tech she’d come across. If anything, the Aku were more precocious when it came to technology. 
 
    “Go ahead…” Jim urged. Even without facial expressions, he could tell Chiss was hesitating and/or nervous. 
 
    “Well, there was a great deal of wasted space in the former warship, places where defensive systems were once located. We learned a great deal about ship construction from this, and many of my people are now studying naval architecture.” 
 
    Jim filed away that information for the future. The Aku excelled at understanding technology and advanced concepts. Could they also innovate on such a scale? 
 
    “Once we cleared out the internal spaces, we modified them to suit our needs. There was a lot of raw materials drifting around the various Jovian orbits, but it was while cleaning out the rest of the spaces, those filled with equipment, that we discovered some secrets.” 
 
    “What kind of secrets?” 
 
    “I am surprised you were unaware, since the Four Horsemen were involved. It is your secret research project we discovered.” 
 
    Jim used his pinplants to go over the history of Four Horsemen joint projects. The majority of them were weapons-oriented, with the biggest being the CASPer project begun by his great grandfather, James Eugene Cartwright, Senior. There was a smattering of odd research projects, including smart MAC munitions, a hybrid orbital HALD pod mixed with a starship, and the crazy idea of a base within a star’s photosphere. He needed to read more about that one. There wasn’t anything about a project at the Jupiter station. In fact, there was no mention of the station at all. 
 
    “I don’t know what project you’re talking about,” Jim admitted. 
 
    “Why the one to understand AIs and make new ones, of course.” 
 
    Jim had no immediate response. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Marsli, along with ten robed opSha, was waiting for Sansar as she left the shuttle with Buddha, Naran Enkh, and seventeen troopers in combat armor. The dock was at the center of the spinning station, so they had to use their magnetic boots to keep from floating off. 
 
    “My, my,” Marsli said as he hovered in the passageway. “Someone isn’t very trusting of us.” 
 
    The opSha nodded gravely. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve ever given me a reason to trust you,” Sansar replied. 
 
    Marsli cocked his head at Sansar. “I don’t remember ever meeting you before so I don’t know how it would be possible for me to do so. In my dealings with you, I have been open and honest. Unless you have some evidence to the contrary?” 
 
    Sansar stared at the Maki for a few seconds, then let out the breath she was holding. “No, I don’t.” She paused and then added, “I am willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Marsli said. He twisted in the air, and Sansar could see little mini-jets on his back that allowed him to maneuver in the zero-G environment. He waved to the station. “The station is at your disposal. What would you like to see?” 
 
    “I’d like to see where the execution was held.” 
 
    Marsli nodded. “Certainly. Follow me.” He turned and jetted off. Half the opSha followed immediately behind him, using a set of variable thrusters mounted on their backs—she could see it more easily on them than on Marsli—while the other five followed Sansar’s group once it passed them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Winged Hussars Headquarters Complex, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Alexis glanced up from the financial report at the knock on her office door. Most days, she took the babies to work with her. It usually made life easier, and she enjoyed an afternoon nap with the twins after feeding. Today’s business required no interruptions, so Gina was watching them in her apartment. 
 
    “Come,” she said after verifying the time. The door opened, and Commander Stacy entered. She came to attention and saluted. Alexis returned the salute. “At ease, Commander. Have a seat.” She gestured to one of the three chairs. 
 
    Stacy took the chair and sat but kept herself rigid. She remained quiet and attentive. Alexis wanted to sigh but restrained herself. 
 
    “I know you’ve been eager for this meeting, and I’m sorry I put off for so long. However, ultimately you are the reason I had to delay it. Your management of the system after the battle of New Warsaw was less than stellar.” 
 
    “I felt I did the best I could with the resources at my disposal.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Then why am I clearly being moved away from permanent second in command?” 
 
    “Because your best wasn’t good enough.” Stacy twitched slightly as if Alexis had yelled at her though she’d kept her voice perfectly neutral. “You are an excellent combat commander. The leader of the Winged Hussars, and—more importantly—the second in command, has to be much, much more than merely a good combat commander, though. This job is logistics, training, evaluation, resource management, personnel selection—and it goes on.” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t learn,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” Alexis said, “but you haven’t so far. What made my decision easier was the most important part of the job—delegation of tasks. You had under your command everyone you needed to get done what needed to be done. In particular, Commander Drizz came up through logistics before getting ship command, and intel as well, yet you relegated him to squadron leadership at the emergence point defense.” 
 
    Alexis watched Stacy’s expression carefully and saw what she thought she’d see: annoyance. “And your reaction, right there, is what I was expecting. You feel threatened by Commander Drizz.” 
 
    “Another alien,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I would have thought you’d have learned your lesson from Paka.” 
 
    Alexis’ mouth turned into a tight line. “The only lesson we learned is the ends to which the Veetanho will go to perpetrate a plot. Paka had been a trusted member of the Hussars for over 50 years, serving my mother for her whole career.” 
 
    “Until she tried to kill you. She cost the lives of thousands of Hussars. She led the enemy—her sister Peepo—here to our home.” 
 
    “Are you trying to make a point, Commander Stacy?” 
 
    “Just this, ma’am: we all do the best we can.” 
 
    Alexis waited a few seconds so that she didn’t say what she’d been thinking. “Commander, I’ve explained my decision. You are welcome to resume your post as the master of Shadowfax, or you can resign.” 
 
    “I’m proud to serve the Hussars in whatever way I can, Commander Cromwell.” 
 
    “Very well. Dismissed.” Stacy got up, saluted, and left without waiting for a reply. When her office door closed with a click, Alexis slumped slightly in her chair. “Well, that went swimmingly.” 
 
    <She is a risk.> 
 
    “She’s also a vital asset,” Alexis replied to Ghost who, as far as she knew, still existed inside the computers on Pegasus. 
 
    <As was Paka.> 
 
    “Et tu, Brute?” Ghost either didn’t get the reference or chose not to comment. 
 
    She turned back to the balance sheets she’d been looking at before the meeting with Commander Stacy. They’d always been self-sufficient for almost everything they needed. Between mining, smelting, food production, F11 extraction, ship building, and many other functions, they had their own micro economy. Even so, credits flowed in and out, mostly to fund things they couldn’t build or mine themselves. 
 
    One of the items they didn’t make was hyperspace computers. Ghost admitted it knew the basics and had proved it in the past. They only had the one AI, though, and she wanted to build hundreds of new ships. The only source of hyperdrive computers was the Engineering Guild. The other item, also related to hyperdrives, was astatine-222. It was the element which made hyperspace travel possible. A tiny amount was used to create wires which formed the hyperspace field around a ship. Those wires connected to nodes, which needed more astatine-222, and the hyperspace wave generator drove them all. Of course, it needed more—you guessed it—astatine-222. 
 
    Astatine-222 was as queer an element as F11, but rarer still. Normal astatine, atomic weight 85, occurred naturally and was incredibly rare. Mostly because it only resulted from the decay of heavier elements, and even then it only had a half-life measured in hours, which was the previously most stable version of astatine-210. Sometime lost in galactic history, an even more rare version had been found. Astatine-222 was stable and when exposed to modulated plasma, it generated a hyperspatial field. It was the secret to breaking the barrier between one universe and another. 
 
    Like hyperspace computers, Alexis was limited to salvage. Even when a wrecked ship’s computer was undamaged, often the other hyperspace components were badly compromised. If the ship’s fusion core overloaded, it usually resulted in the plasma directly contacting the hyperspace nodes, which would ignite them and cause a very expensive chain reaction. 
 
    “And I can’t just call up the Engineering Guild and order a couple tons of astatine-222,” she mumbled. When she reached through intermediaries shortly before the end of the war, the guild’s answer had been no astatine-222 for sale at the present time. When she sent another inquiry after the war, she got no answer at all. The guilds have all lost their minds. 
 
    “Unless I can find a source for astatine-222, we’ll run out before I replace half our losses.” That didn’t take into account that she was using salvaged parts, which were less reliable. The hyperspace components had a very long lifespan, but not infinite. Half the ships flying around the galaxy were hundreds of years old; many were thousands. 
 
    Ghost didn’t volunteer any useful information, so she moved on to something she could make progress on. Something would eventually present itself as an answer, she was sure. Out her window, her view was of Pegasus as it slowly rotated in space. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Former Four Horsemen Research Station, Jupiter 
 
    Jim admitted it; he was enjoying the brief vacation away from Earth. The funding situation was getting dire. Many off-world ventures were beginning to generate tax revenue once again, but jobs for the millions of unskilled workers who had lived on the dole for generations were slow in coming, and it forced them to keep the welfare flowing. The biggest cost was the FedMarts, giant box stores where any citizen could get everything from vegetables to Tri-Vs. Federation territory in the former U.S. alone had 27 of them, and each had mail order capacity through the Aethernet. If they closed them, it would be a real mess. 
 
    The bottom line was getting redder and redder. His sole consolation was that the old Earth Republic was doing even worse. Their only real source of income had been merc taxes, and without contracts, there were no taxes. It wasn’t as if more than a couple merc units were even in the Republic anymore, not when the Federation had offered a lower tax regime when the merc contracts started flowing. 
 
    “Come on, Nigel,” Jim mumbled as Afhudu maneuvered deeper into the Jovian atmosphere. It would have been nice to take Freedom, but it wouldn’t be ready for space trials for two weeks, minimum, and he needed to get Chiss back to Jupiter and see what the Aku was talking about. 
 
    “There it is,” the ship’s captain said, and an image appeared on the CIC Tri-V. 
 
    Distorted by the gas giant’s thickening atmosphere, the station still looked like a starship. At least nominally. “How low is it?” he asked the captain. 
 
    “Just above the troposphere,” she said. “They’re chewing shield power just to be here.” 
 
    “Surprised I never came here before,” he said half to himself. 
 
    “I visited it three years ago,” she said. “It was kind of a tourist stop. For a few credits, you could buy a tour. ‘Strange Science Projects’ was the theme. We got the impression serious scientists considered the project impossible.” 
 
    Jim could just see the narrow strand of the F11 mining probe extending below the hovering ship. It arced away behind the station, towed in its orbit. 
 
    “The probe looks bigger than I remember,” the captain continued. “If I recall, they were having materials science issues making it long enough, while still thick enough to handle the flow.” 
 
    The former Izlian laser frigate struggled to match orbits. As they approached, Jim noticed a selection of smaller craft docked to the former cruiser, now turned research station. The closer they got, the less like a cruiser it looked. Clearly Chiss had struggled with the letter of Jim’s admonition to “not rebuild the ship completely.” 
 
    “Can you dock?” Jim asked. He didn’t favor the idea of going over in a shuttle. Afhudu only had the one small shuttle, and Jim’s ability to pilot such a craft was questionable at best. 
 
    “Sure,” the captain said. “Our engines are a little on the weak side for the descent, but we’ve got the maneuvering jets to manage docking just fine.” 
 
    He nodded and held onto the workstation as the pilot worked the approach. It took a couple runs, but the man finally managed. The captain gave guidance, using it as a training exercise. Jim approved. The Federation was going to need a lot of space navy crew going forward, and if the surveys were to be believed, there was a lot of interest. As a bonus, you could take someone with very little in the way of education and teach them from the ground up. 
 
    Once they had a hard dock, Jim unbuckled, thanked the captain, and headed aft. A pair of marines were there with Chiss. They seemed curious about the alien they’d never seen before. The Aku was simply described as a high-ranking emissary and someone who needed to be taken care of. 
 
    “We’ve docked, Chiss,” Jim said. 
 
    “Excellent,” the alien replied. 
 
    Jim nodded at the lock, and the marines opened it. 
 
    “Do you need us inside, Minister?” the sergeant in charge asked. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. We’ll only be here a few hours.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir.” The man saluted. Jim returned it and followed the Aku aboard. 
 
    Though they weren’t allowed to rebuild the exterior of the ship, the interior looked nothing like a former cruiser. It now had the same circular corridors and spaces the Aku seemed to prefer. He’d found many like this in the asteroid they’d taken possession of, Klotho 97. 
 
    “You’ve made yourself at home,” Jim said with a smile. 
 
    “Are you displeased?” 
 
    “No,” Jim said. “As long as nobody else knows you’re here or what’s going on.” 
 
    “This gas giant puts out a great deal of radiation, which screens the station. It is exceedingly difficult to spot if you are not looking for it.” 
 
    “How did you find it?” 
 
    “In your Aethernet.” 
 
    “Couldn’t somebody else?” 
 
    The alien’s long neck craned around to look at Jim. There was an almost comfortable one-half G in the station, thanks to the massive planet below. “We deleted all reference from your Aethernet.” 
 
    “From out here?” 
 
    “It was not difficult.” 
 
    Jim felt embarrassed until he remembered he had nothing to do with the Aethernet. It was a planetary network backboned on the GalNet. In fact, it was more of a mirror. Either way, it shouldn’t have been easy to hack, though, especially when it was a few hundred million miles to the servers on Earth. 
 
    Once inside the station, he ran into more Aku. One here, two there. They all greeted him with a wave of a hand. Chiss had bolstered Jim’s reputation to nothing short of Abraham Lincoln-status among his kind. 
 
    As they moved through the station, slowed somewhat by the obvious turtle-like gait of Chiss, Jim could observe the machinery and layout of the former cruiser. The Aku had completely repurposed everything he could see, from power boxes to the fusion reactor. He easily recognized a dozen different races’ designs, and a few he couldn’t recognize. 
 
    “All of this was from the GalNet?” he asked. 
 
    “Much of it, although some of the changes are our own improvements. We’d like it if you could get us access to the Science Guild archives.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Jim said. Then he noticed Chiss staring at him. “The Science Guild doesn’t easily share information,” he said. He explained his trip to one of their research moons the previous year when he and Splunk had been looking for information, including the strange way the data was stored. 
 
    “Yes, we understand this better now.” 
 
    They were passing one of the machines the Aku had built to separate F11 from metallic hydrogen, an extremely difficult process. Jim’s study of the GalNet suggested metallic hydrogen could be used as fusion torch reaction mass, but research had never showed definitive results because it couldn’t be isolated in high enough quantities. 
 
    “How do you know about the storage methods?” 
 
    “The programming examples we found in the AI research.” 
 
    They passed through an airtight door and he felt a tingle run along his body. “Was that some kind of force field?” 
 
    “Yes, it is a gauss field. An energized version of what you would call a faraday cage. This AI research is illegal, is it not?” 
 
    “According to Union law, yes.” 
 
    “Why was it being undertaken then?” Chiss asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jim admitted. 
 
    “Whoever designed this section was quite thorough. The gauss field is extremely powerful. Even a sensor in the next room would not pick up the computers inside. It is as close to a perfect camouflage as we can conceive of.” 
 
    “And it was here before you found the station?” 
 
    “Yes, and it wasn’t found by the squatters who occupied it before we came.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Jim said as he followed the slow-moving Aku. 
 
    They traveled through an access shaft. Jim thought it had once been into an armored area, maybe an auxiliary bridge or a weapons bay for nuclear warheads. Whatever the reason, another armored door appeared after a short distance, which Chiss opened manually to reveal a computer lab the likes of which he’d never seen. A low whistle escaped his lips. 
 
    “Is that a good sound you made?” 
 
    “It means I’m impressed,” Jim replied. He let his eyes run over the racks of processors, each one powerful enough to have run all of Earth before first contact. “Very impressed.” 
 
    “It is an amazing array,” Chiss said. 
 
    “Yes, it is!” Another Aku came out from behind one of the racks. 
 
    “This is Fhiss,” Chiss said. “I put her in charge of this station. She has chosen to specialize in computers and programming.” 
 
    “It is a fascinating study,” Fhiss said. The reverence in her words came though the translator intact. 
 
    “I thought the Aku liked all science,” Jim said. 
 
    “We do,” Chiss said. “However, we sometimes find one area which fascinates us more. I rather enjoy hyperspatial physics, myself.” 
 
    “Tell me about this facility, Fhiss,” Jim asked. 
 
    “It turns out our savior, Jim Cartwright, was unaware of it.” 
 
    “This was made by your Horsemen,” Fhiss said. 
 
    “I explained that, but he has no understanding.” 
 
    “We’re not as unified a race as yours,” Jim explained. “We are very large in numbers, with many billions on multiple worlds.” 
 
    “I can see how that would make it harder,” Fhiss said. “Even before the KzSha, we numbered but in the hundreds of thousands.” 
 
    Jim thought about how to ask the question which came to mind. Ultimately, he just asked it. “Are you making babies quickly?” 
 
    “No,” Chiss said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We cannot reproduce in a place such as the asteroid, or here. We need air and sky, soil and water. So, we wait.” 
 
    “But you are so few!” 
 
    “It is no hurry.” 
 
    Jim realized he didn’t know how long an Aku lived. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I, like most of our survivors, am not very old. Just 294 years by your reckoning.” Jim blinked, and his jaw fell open. “Yes, I understand your dismay. That I should end up trying to lead my people as barely an adult!” 
 
    “How long do you live?” 
 
    “My grandsire, before the KzSha took him as a slave, was 1,831 years. Again, by your reckoning.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jim said. 
 
    Chiss looked at him for a moment, then blinked as he seemed to understand. “Oh, yes, I forgot. Your kind only lives maybe a hundred years.” 
 
    “If we are lucky,” Jim agreed. 
 
    “At a hundred years old, I was barely enough years to be heard by our elders. Normally, I would be denied any say in our policy before my five hundredth birth time.” 
 
    Jim couldn’t quite wrap his head around it. Both that the Aku lived for thousands of years, and what the KzSha had perpetrated. They’d turned one of the longest-lived species in the galaxy into slaves because they were radiation tolerant and used them as food. It was a tragedy on an epic scale, and it made him angry at the Dusman for taking the KzSha as servitors. Then again, Dante seemed to think it was a good decision, saying the KzSha had both a strong warrior spirit as well as some technical expertise. 
 
    They’re building an army, he thought, at the same time thinking about Nigel and the Kahraman war. Was history about to repeat itself, with humanity in the thick of it? 
 
    “Please,” Jim asked again, gesturing at the formidable computer power. I need to get them down to Earth. Maybe then they’ll start having babies. 
 
    “Sorry, savior,” Fhiss said, looking away. 
 
    Jim didn’t bother saying it didn’t matter. The Aku were far too subservient to listen. After a moment, she continued, “This installation was established solely to research AI.” 
 
    “How did you ascertain this?” 
 
    “From the records here,” Fhiss said. “They were not encrypted. I believe the researchers were counting on it never being discovered, and the booby traps if it was.” 
 
    “What booby traps?” Jim asked, glancing around. 
 
    “Nine of them,” Chiss said. “Linked through the research computers, physical traps, and sensors in this section. The final was a pumped-fusion warhead of 1.2 megatons.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty serious booby trap,” Jim agreed. 
 
    “Indeed,” Fhiss said. “We only found the last controls as the bomb was counting down. It was an exciting time!” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Jim said. 
 
    “The research here was first established seventy-two of your years ago. It was modest at that point, but as your people moved out and colonized the moons around this gas giant, it was decided that F11 mining was a good cover. The GalNet said it was largely impossible, however, but not completely. Some small-scale success was achieved. It was a good cover.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jim agreed. 
 
    “However, we found the corollary research which allowed us to utilize the research station as it was intended,” Chiss said. 
 
    A good thing, too, Jim thought. 
 
    “The research was initiated here with a single section of AI code in its original form,” Fhiss said. 
 
    “In its original form? I don’t understand what that means. The only AI I know about is Ghost.” 
 
    “There are probably dozens or hundreds of them in the galaxy.” 
 
    Jim was gob smacked. “W-what? How? I mean, how do you know and how are they out there?” 
 
    “We don’t know all the details yet,” Chiss admitted. 
 
    “We’d really have to take apart a Science Guild facility to get more answers,” Fhiss said. 
 
    There was no way of telling because of their expressionless faces, but Jim was pretty sure she would like nothing more than to do just what she said. They reminded him a little bit of an innocent kid pulling the wings off a fly to see what would happen. 
 
    “Then start by telling me how you know there are AI?” 
 
    Chiss looked at Fhiss, who began. In only a few minutes, Jim had his conceptions turned upside down. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “We need to begin taking contracts again,” the MinSha rep announced. “Our economy—” 
 
    “Is adjusting,” Toyn-Zhyll interrupted. “As I am sure everyone’s economies are adjusting, just like the Galactic Union’s economy.” 
 
    “No,” the MinSha said. “Our economy is not adjusting. It’s operated the same way for thousands of years; it can’t adapt overnight to make up for the loss of its greatest income source.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nigel said. “Not only is Earth’s economy based on merc income, we did just have a war that we have to rebuild from.” He frowned as his gaze swept around the table, before stopping on Prava. “Some of you probably remember that.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Flatar rep said. “We certainly remember it, as well as the forces we lost with the Tortantula attacking your planet. We need to rebuild as well.” 
 
    “Our shipyards are languishing,” the Bakulu rep added. “If we don’t start taking contracts soon, we may not be able to put them back into production again.” 
 
    “It’s really not as bad as all that,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “I know that my race has had struggles to keep our economy funded—” 
 
    “Lies,” Prava exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Speaker said. “What was that?” 
 
    “I said your statement was a lie,” the Veetanho said. “You Goltar may wave your tentacles around saying that you’re hurt as much as the rest of us, but that is obviously not the case. If it were, you would be as interested in taking contracts as the rest of us are. I don’t know what backroom deals the Goltar have or what sources of illicit income, but your society is definitely not hurt as much by this embargo as the rest of us.” 
 
    “Illicit income? Perhaps you would like to rephrase that.” 
 
    “I don’t think I would,” Prava said, and Nigel’s eyebrows rose. He’d never seen her this angry before. Even though the anger wasn’t directed at him, for once, he didn’t want to be sitting next to her if the laser bolts started flying. “You Goltar prance in here after hiding for thousands of years and think you can just lord it over the rest of us. This embargo exists for one reason and one reason only: to break the rest of us, especially the Veetanho, and bend us to your will.” 
 
    “You should be careful what you say and how you say it,” Toyn-Zhyll noted. The translator captured his threatening tone perfectly. 
 
    “Or what? You’ll shoot me like you did Peepo? Isn’t that the Goltar way? When strategy fails or you’re outmaneuvered in a negotiation, you shoot your way out of it and damn the consequences?” 
 
    Toyn-Zhyll jumped up from his seat, which clattered to the floor behind him. A tentacle reached up into a hidden area underneath its mass of tentacles, and Nigel threw himself to the side as Prava drew her laser pistol. Motion and cries broke out across the room as the members dove for cover and drew their personal weapons. 
 
    “Hold!” the Tortantula rep yelled, reaching across the table to pin Toyn-Zhyll’s arm and keep him from drawing whatever it was he was reaching for. Prava’s pistol was rock-steady on the Speaker’s head, as indicated by the laser aiming dot centered between his eyes. 
 
    “This serves no one,” the Tortantula added when gunfire didn’t immediately break out. She nodded to the Flatar. “Greebar, if you would be so kind as to get the Speaker’s chair?” 
 
    “Sure, let’s put the Flatar in the line of fire, why don’t we?” the Flatar asked. 
 
    When the Tortantula didn’t say anything else, the Flatar sighed, jumped down, and grabbed the chair, then struggled to right it and slide it close to its owner. “Couldn’t have gotten someone bigger to do that, could you?” the diminutive alien asked with a grumble as he climbed back up into his seat. The whole process had drawn a few smiles from the assembly and diffused the tension. Somewhat. 
 
    “Now,” the Tortantula said, placing the barrel of a pistol on the Speaker’s head. “I’m going to release your arm, but it had better come out empty, or I’m going to shoot you myself and save the Veetanho rep the trouble of doing so.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” Prava said. “In fact, I’d be happy to.” 
 
    The Tortantula shifted slightly so Prava could see her attention was more on the Veetanho. “You’re not helping.” When Prava continued to glare down the sights of her pistol at the Speaker, the Tortantula added, “Greebar, make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    The Flatar drew his hypervelocity pistol and put the reticle on Prava’s center of mass. The Veetanho looked down, shrugged, and holstered her pistol. “Stupid squid isn’t worth the battery charge, anyway.” She settled herself on her chair but kept her hand close to the pistol. 
 
    “Good enough,” the Tortantula muttered. Her focus shifted back to the Speaker. “Now, if you would be so kind?” 
 
    The Speaker withdrew an empty tentacle. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the Tortantula said. “Now, if you’ll sit down, we can all resume the discussion like rational beings and work this out.” 
 
    “Don’t know why you didn’t just shoot him,” Prava muttered loudly enough for everyone to hear as the Speaker pulled up his chair. 
 
    “If I had, we would have to restart the process all over again from scratch, and it would have taken even longer to get to where we can take contracts again. Besides, that might have given you a chance to get your slimy Veetanho claws on the Speakership again, and I don’t think anyone wants that, either. I know I don’t.” 
 
    Tortantulas couldn’t smile, but Nigel could hear the smile in her voice. Judging the situation defused, he put away his pistol and returned to his seat, as did the other members of the assembly. 
 
    “No one’s going to do anything stupid when we put away our pistols, are they?” the Tortantula rep asked. 
 
    “No,” Toyn-Zhyll said. “I am ready to proceed.” 
 
    “Prava?” the Tortantula asked when the Veetanho remained mute. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to shoot him immediately, especially if he doesn’t try to shoot me.” 
 
    “Good enough,” the Tortantula said again. “Greebar?” 
 
    Both mercs holstered their pistols, and the Tortantula relaxed onto her bench. “Now, where were we? Oh yes, I remember. The Speaker was just about to tell us how we could begin implementing the process of taking contracts again. Mr. Speaker, please be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Sansar’s group toured the facility for three hours. They went first to the chamber where the execution had occurred, and Sansar’s technicians determined that—to the best of their abilities—an execution had indeed been held there. Certainly, the blood was real, as were the laser burns. Marsli let them see a yack that he said had been the proctor’s. Once again, Sansar’s technicians couldn’t find anything wrong with it; the yack appeared to be legitimate. 
 
    After their examination of the execution facility, Sansar was allowed to lead the group wherever she wanted, and she went through as much of the station as she could. The entire time, all the people they met—a variety of races—were courteous to her and showed her what they were working on. Generally, the projects were related to some area of the life sciences, with many of them looking to help cure diseases and extend the lengths of different races’ lives. Her team worked their way through the zero-G facilities and out toward the edge of the station where the apparent G was almost Earth-normal. 
 
    Sansar had almost given up on finding anything when they reached a red door with a number of “Danger” warnings on in. Although Marsli had allowed her to go anywhere else she’d wanted, he moved to block her from the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you can’t go through there.” 
 
    “Why not?” Sansar asked. “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s the bio-weapon defense facility. You can’t go in there.” 
 
    “What do they do there?” 
 
    “It is as the name implies. The Kahraman were very good at life sciences and bioweapons. This section deals with stopping bioweapons.” 
 
    “Do they develop bioweapons there?” 
 
    The Maki’s eye went blank for a fraction of a second, then he asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, do you develop weapons, or just defenses for the bioweapons?” 
 
    “There may be some hazardous material inside, which is why you can’t go in.” 
 
    Sansar reached out to the door and the Maki slapped her hand away as he crashed into her. Sansar fell backward and would have fallen, but Franklin caught her. After righting her, he stepped toward the Maki. 
 
    “Hold!” Sansar said as Franklin drew back to punch the smaller alien. 
 
    “But, ma’am, he almost knocked you down.” 
 
    “No,” Sansar replied. “He only slapped my hand. I slipped when he did it.” She shrugged. “He was right to do so. We don’t want to go in there if there is hazardous material.” She turned to Marsli. “If that is everything, then I think I’m satisfied.” 
 
    “We have showed you everything,” the academic said, more at ease now. “I’m glad you are satisfied.” He led them back to the station, eventually resorting to using his maneuvering system as they reached the zero-G area of the station again. 
 
    With a quick round of thanks for the tour, the Humans loaded the shuttle and departed. 
 
    “Can you tell me what that was all about now, ma’am?” Buddha asked. “Everything was fine until we got to the red door, and then it didn’t seem like you could get out of the facility fast enough.” 
 
    Sansar nodded, took a breath, and sighed. “I didn’t slip in the station. When I touched the door, I got a glimpse—a flash, like a waking dream—of paint being applied to a CASPer. That was where the toxic paint that almost killed all of us was made.” 
 
    “Well let’s go back—” 
 
    “I can’t prove it, and I have a feeling that our reception would be very different if we went back. We saw what they wanted us to see. If they realize we saw something we weren’t supposed to, I have a feeling they might expose us to whatever was behind that door.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “For now, we go back to Earth and see if our folks really returned home unharmed. If they did, we find out what happened when they were here.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I have a feeling something will become very apparent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Representatives’ Mess, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel walked into the mess hall, ready for a break. After the near firefight in the council chambers, the Speaker had agreed to begin allowing contracts again, but only under strict supervision by the guild. That process needed to ensure that at least 65% of all merc forces were available for fighting the Kahraman if they appeared again. Questions remained about the Merc Guild fleet that was already in existence and whether they would mobilize in the event of an invasion, but no one had a method of getting in touch with them. 
 
    If Prava did—as Nigel suspected—she refused to acknowledge it or share it with them. 
 
    The meeting then devolved into a shouting match on how they were going to ensure the requisite number of troops would be available. Thankfully, weapons weren’t drawn again. There was so much talk of algebraic notations, as well as permutations and combinations of individual troop strengths, that Nigel had quickly lost his patience with the process. To make matters worse, when the Speaker had seen him no longer paying attention, he had put Nigel in charge of the committee that was supposed to vet the contracts appropriately. 
 
    Out of his league and with the math over his head, he had finally called for a meal break so he could try to get a handle on how to make progress on the process. As he looked for a table after getting something that somewhat resembled food from the mess line—it was something proclaimed to be safe for Humans, the placard said, anyway—he saw the Flatar representative waving him over to a table where he and the Tortantula were sitting. While eating with a Tortantula wasn’t always good for your digestion—the things they ate and how they ate them were usually downright disgusting—without Alexis there, his options for mealtime company were somewhat limited, so he went over and joined the Flatar on his side of the table. 
 
    “Ready for a solution for how to do the whole 65% thing?” the Flatar asked without preamble. 
 
    “More than almost anything else in the world.” Seeing Alexis and the twins was higher on the list than a solution…but not by much. 
 
    “Good, because Zzemdal here—” he nodded to the Tortantula, “—has it all figured out.” 
 
    “She does?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Nothing to it,” the Tortantula said, sliding a slate over to Nigel. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘Nothing to it?’ We argued for three hours over various formulae, and I don’t think we’re any closer to a solution.” 
 
    “The solution is a simple automated process,” Zzemdal said. “We give each formation for each race a combat value and take the sum of the races’ combat strengths. Then we divide the total by the number of troops that are going out on contracts and ensure we hold back the appropriate ratio to keep the Speaker happy.” 
 
    “That seems so simple. What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The catch is in how you value each of the formations; like most things, the succulence is in the details. For example, what is a squad of Tortantulas—with riders, of course—worth versus a squad of Humans in CASPers? Once you have those values, it’s easy to determine the answers you need.” 
 
    “But how do you make those judgements? Didn’t we just argue about all that without coming to a conclusion?” 
 
    “Of course, we did, because most of the races are so short-sighted. It’s a simple matter of putting in all the outcomes for all the contracts ever approved by the Merc Guild and value averaging them, with recent outcomes given statistically more weight than performances long past as they are the most likely to approximate current combat potential.” 
 
    “And who’s going to program all that shit?” 
 
    “It’s already done,” Zzemdal said, tapping the slate. “It’s right there. The Merc Guild has a database and I just imported it, wrote some code, and there you go—a simple solution.” 
 
    Nigel shook his head. “I…I don’t get it. How did you know how to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just came to me.” 
 
    The Flatar smiled. “She’s always been good with computers. Whenever I can’t beat a simulation, she can tweak things to let me get past it.” He looked around cautiously. “What’s even better,” he added in a whisper, “is that by tweaking the numbers a little here, we can ensure that certain races get a substantially greater part of the contracts.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “Just a few strings of code,” Zzemdal said. “Increase the Veetanho combat potential slightly and decrease yours slightly so the overall combat power stays the same, and Humans will get a statistically significant increase in the number of approved contracts, versus the ones the Veetanho get.” 
 
    “I take it the Flatar and Tortantula will also get tweaks in their favor, in place of…” 
 
    “The Besquith and Goka have been looking particularly strong lately,” the Flatar noted. 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Nigel said. “How long will it take you to modify the program?” 
 
    “It’s already done,” the Flatar said, patting one of Zzemdal’s legs in a way that Nigel found particularly disturbing. “Zzemdal is the best when it comes to programming. All you have to do is get it approved.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, EMS Sarisa, Emergence Area, Earth, Sol System 
 
    Sarisa dropped out of hyperspace and was immediately queried by the system’s small defense force—in this case, a couple of captured corvettes. After they identified themselves and provided the appropriate codes, they were allowed to proceed. 
 
    “How soon can I get a shuttle down to the Golden Horde’s headquarters?” Captain Markus “Spartan” Nicolos asked. “I’m sure they’re going to want a complete debrief on everywhere we’ve gone and everything we’ve done as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can have one ready in thirty minutes once we clear the emergence zone,” Captain Antara Barjati said. 
 
    “Can I hitch a ride, too?” Thorb asked. “I need to go to the headquarters as well. We’ll also need to arrange transport for the manufactory and uplifter to get them down to SalSha Town on Rimariki Island.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “New Zealand.” 
 
    Barjati nodded. “I’ll get my logistics folks to take care of it.” 
 
    “Thanks! The sooner we get the uplifter to Rimariki, the sooner we can start making new and improved SalSha.” 
 
    Spartan laughed at the look on Barjati’s face. For his part, having dealt with SalSha for a while, he hadn’t really seen much of a difference in Thorb after he got the additional uplift. Maybe it would make a bigger difference for the unmodified Salusians who hadn’t been uplifted yet. He chuckled at the thought. A SalSha was a SalSha and trying to get them to be serious about anything was always going to be an impossible task. Of course, that was one of the things he liked best about working with them. 
 
    “C’mon, Thorb,” Spartan said. “We’ve got a shuttle to catch.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “So,” Nigel said, concluding his presentation, “this system will allow us to meet the 65% mandate imposed—I mean, requested—by the Speaker, while still allowing our races to begin taking Merc Guild contracts again. Also, because it’s automated, it will allow us to go through the backlog of contracts awaiting approval, then, as contracts are completed, it will automatically approve the next ones in line.” 
 
    “We get to kill things again?” the Lumar rep asked. “I like.” 
 
    “More contracts, with less talking?” the Oogar rep asked. “More time for eating? I like it.” 
 
    “Are there any additional questions from the council before we put it to a vote?” the Speaker asked. 
 
    “I have one,” Prava said, staring at Nigel. “Before our break, you looked lost in the process. How did you come up with the coding for this program so quickly?” 
 
    “I didn’t. If you’d been paying attention, you would have heard me say that Zzemdal did the programming. I just approved it as a valid solution after she showed me how it would work.” 
 
    “The Tortantula was responsible for the coding?” Prava asked. “I think I’d like to have my technicians look at it before we approve it.” 
 
    “Are you pulling my wing?” the MinSha rep asked. “We have been trying to get a contract approval process implemented for months, and, now that we finally have one, you want to delay it longer?” 
 
    “Leave it to the rat to delay the process,” the Flatar rep said. 
 
    “Delay?” the Oogar rep asked. “I’m hungry now. No more hesitation! The time for discussion is over; the time for action is now!” 
 
    “Yes,” the Bakulu rep said. “It is time to move forward.” 
 
    “Well,” the Speaker said, “if the only race that is against moving forward is the Veetanho, I think we should move forward. All in favor of accepting the Human’s proposed method for vetting contracts?” Seven hands, claws, and pseudopods went up. “All opposed?” Prava raised her paw. “I am in favor also,” the Speaker said. “As the vote is eight to one, there is no need to have the assembly at large vote. The motion passes, and we will begin taking contracts as soon as the administration can set up a process for notifying the various parties that their contracts have been approved.” 
 
    “Wait!” exclaimed Prava. “I object to the Tortantula doing the coding.” 
 
    “And that concludes our business here today,” the Speaker finished. “Meeting adjourned.” 
 
    Nigel looked over to where Prava was seething and smiled at her. “Oops.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gate Master’s Office, Gate Control Station, Karma Station 
 
    “Yes, they were here a few days ago,” Gate Master Shragontal said. “They showed me the evidence of the proctor’s death, I paid them, and they left to return to Earth. They said they’d been away for a long time.” 
 
    “That they have,” Sansar said. “What do you think?” she asked, turning to Keromnal. 
 
    “I think it’s the strangest, godsforsaken story I’ve ever heard,” the Peacemaker said. “But if you can confirm it…” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can confirm it,” Sansar said, “but I can’t dispute it. The Science Guild let us tour the facility and didn’t appear to be hiding anything. But you’re right, it’s all so strange.” 
 
    “Did you see any evidence of Canavar or other illegal technology?” Keromnal asked. 
 
    Sansar shook her head. 
 
    “No,” Buddha said. “Like Colonel Enkh said, everything seemed normal and above board. As much as I know what normal is for the Science Guild, anyway.” He shook his head. “Still, it was strange; it was almost like they were too open. I would have thought more of their things would have been off-limits to us. The only place they wouldn’t let us go was a bioweapons lab, but it wasn’t big enough for Canavar.” 
 
    “And we didn’t see any evidence of Canavar on the planet the facility was orbiting, either,” Sansar added. She shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps we are looking so hard for inconsistencies that we’re seeing them when they aren’t really there. The Science Guild’s story appears to be backed up by our people when they came through here, so I guess it’s okay, but I still want to talk with my people when I get back.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Keromnal said. “If you learn anything else, please let me know. I’d like to believe the cases of the Canavar and the murder of the gate crew are resolved, but I can open them again if needed. The Spirit knows there are plenty of other things that are clamoring for my time.” 
 
    “We will,” Sansar said. She looked at Buddha and shrugged. “Looks like it’s time to chase these wild geese back to Earth. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Tech Section, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Patrick Leonard rode the elevator to the 2nd ring, where the Geek Squad suite of offices and labs were located. He was, frankly, in far too bad a shape to ride the glideway. You had to be able to act fast enough to get off at your destination. It took him five minutes to use the toilet. The pneumatic glideways would have to wait for another time. 
 
    Even though he wore the black coveralls of the Winged Hussars, complete with a green stipe denoting he was in a support position, his collar held no rank tab, marking him as a civilian. The curious looks he got from the base personnel were a result of him not being recognized in the area anymore. 
 
    He noted all the repair work on the 2nd ring. 
 
    They took a lot of heat here, he realized. 
 
    The alien attack had concentrated on command and control, as well as the weapons sections. Because the 2nd ring was home to most of Prime Base’s weapons mounts—as well as marine housing—it had gotten the shit shot out of it. 
 
    “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    Patrick came out of himself to notice the big, beefy marine standing in his way. “I’m trying to go to work—” he glanced at the rank tab on the man’s red-striped uniform, “—Corporal.” 
 
    “Can I see your ID, sir?” 
 
    Patrick fished his card from one of the zippered breast pockets and held it out for the marine, who looked at it, his professional demeanor going from doubtful to curious. Then his eyes unfocused for a second. 
 
    Calling someone with his pinplants. 
 
    After a few seconds, he handed the ID back. “Sorry sir, I got posted here after the assault.” 
 
    “No problem,” Patrick said. “Just doing your job.” The marine returned to his station next to the elevator, and Patrick resumed his walk. He’d managed to hide the twinge of pain from his shoulder muscles as he reached across to get his ID. Ghost had left him a real mess. A moment later, he pushed open the door to the main Geek Squad lab and recoiled from the explosion of cheers. 
 
    The entire department was standing, applauding, cheering, or, in the case of some aliens, watching in amusement as their Human coworkers did Human stuff. 
 
    “Welcome back, sir,” Dr. Anna May Long, the next senior member of the squad, said. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Patrick said and laughed. They even had a cake with a reasonable facsimile of him wearing a no-shit Better Buy uniform on it, complete with the Geek Squad logo. Whoever thought it was a good idea using that name was a moron, he thought. Then he addressed the group, “The last thing I wanted was to be put in charge because Kleena…” he stopped, not sure what to say. 
 
    A pair of Jeha waved their antenna at him. Commander Cromwell had nicknamed them Thing 1 and Thing 2, mainly because they were the constant troublesome companions of Kleena, the late leader of the group, and partly because their names were just about unpronounceable with Human mouthparts. 
 
    “Kleena thought highly of you,” Thing 1 said. 
 
    “There is no logic to your sensibilities,” Thing 2 added. “Though we would rather have had Sato.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. Trust a Jeha to just say what it meant. “I would rather it was him, too, but he sucked as a manager.” 
 
    “Too much of a flake,” Dana Redcheck agreed. She was a systems engineer specializing in electronics. Patrick nodded. Dana and Sato were both friends, but nobody really knew Sato, maybe not even Sato. After the scientist had suddenly disappeared, they’d all tried to step up their game. The problem was that if Sato didn’t know it, he could learn it. If he didn’t understand something, he took it apart until he did. He had the knack of putting pieces together like nobody Patrick had ever known. But now he was gone. 
 
    “I can never be a Sato; this is true. I’m no polymath like he was.” He saw Thing 1 and Thing 2 cocking their insectoid heads in curiosity at the uniquely Human term. “But Alexis Cromwell leads the Winged Hussars, and she’s put me in charge for now. The Hussars have been mauled, badly, but we’ll come back, better than ever. Sato left behind a lot of data and research. 
 
    “Our first job will be to assist, in any way we can, getting damaged ships repaired. Our second job is getting the manufactories working at peak output, making repair parts, and upgrades. A priority has been given to manufacture enough deflectors so the entire fleet is equipped. 
 
    “Third we’ll put together a plan for fleet rebuilding, including any new classes of starships, for Commander Cromwell to decide upon. Richard, I want you to take the lead on that.” 
 
    Richard Pareon was the Hussars’ chief naval architect, and he’d had the honor of studying at the elbow of Sato. He freely admitted that Sato had forgotten more than he knew, but he was still a talented specialist. 
 
    “Fourth, and last, we’ll begin going over the potential breakthroughs Sato left behind from his research of 2nd Level Hyperspace. We have the deflectors, of course, but there are some other things—stuff Sato had only hinted it—that we need to spend some time on. The long-term benefits could be incredible.” He looked around at the team and saw nods of understanding. 
 
    “Good; let’s get to work.” They looked a little disappointed. “After some of that delicious looking cake!” 
 
    He allowed them to have the time they needed for the little celebration, then he went to Kleena’s old office, which was now his. The elSha had kept a simple office, as was his race’s way. It had been cleaned out and was now ready for him. A small box held Patrick’s meager personal possessions. He’d kept a simple workspace, as well. Kleena had liked to joke that Patrick had the potential to be a moderately well-adjusted elSha, should he only apply himself. 
 
    The paint on the wall had bubbled in places, as it had in most of the 2nd ring. A relic of the explosive decompressions due to weapons fire and demolition charges. He made a note to have the suite of labs and offices repainted. A clean start. 
 
    Patrick knocked off after most of a day. He needed to stay longer, but he was physically exhausted. His head felt like it was slowly swelling and shrinking. Instead of going back to his quarters in the 3rd ring, he went to the medical center on the same ring as his offices. 
 
    “Afternoon,” the receptionist said. “Do you have a medical emergency?” 
 
    “No,” Patrick said, then looked regretful. He shouldn’t be taking up their time with his headache. He was about to say never mind and leave when one of the office doors opened and Dr. Ramirez appeared in a white lab coat, looking at a slate. He spotted Patrick. 
 
    “Mr. Leonard,” he said, then he looked concerned. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just a headache,” Patrick said, then swayed as a bout of vertigo hit him. 
 
    “Uh huh. Nancy, put Mr. Leonard in exam room two please?” 
 
    A nurse he hadn’t seen gently took his elbow. “This way, please?” 
 
    In a minute, he was in a clean, white-walled examination room, which looked newly painted and restored. Dr. Ramirez came in, plucked a slate off the wall, and examined it. 
 
    “Mr. Leonard, you were ordered to report to the medical center anytime, day or night, if you had a spell of symptoms. Weren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s just a headache and some dizziness,” Patrick reported. 
 
    “Which are worse, or better?” 
 
    Patrick hesitated. He had never been one to go to the doctor, no matter how sick he was. He thought it was a waste of time. Of course, this was before he had his encounter with the Winged Hussars’ personal AI, Ghost. It was the last thing he remembered before waking up in a life support bed on Pegasus. “Worse,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Uh huh,” the doctor said, tapping his slate. “The dizziness new?” 
 
    “It was bad right after I woke up, then it got better. Now it’s back.” The doctor nodded. “Can’t you just give me a pill or something?” 
 
    “Mr. Leonard, you’re a somewhat unique case.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    The door opened without fanfare. A tracked water tank holding the familiar form of Nemo rolled in. Everyone in the Hussars knew Nemo since he was their chief surgeon and had implanted many of their pinplants. Patrick had a closer acquaintance. Nemo had been the one to put him back together after Ghost moved on. 
 
    “You are having difficulty?” The Wrogul communicated with flashes of colors which were rendered into English by their translators. 
 
    “He’s having increased pain and now dizziness,” Ramirez explained. 
 
    “Let me have a look,” Nemo said, and his support tank trundled up next to the table Patrick was sitting on. 
 
    Patrick sighed and tried to prepare himself. He knew what was coming as the alien cephalopod climbed partly out of the water and perched on the edge of its tank. Water dripped from its tentacles as it reached out and pulled itself over to him. “I hate this,” he said. 
 
    “Be still; it will not hurt,” Nemo said. 
 
    “No, it’s worse.” He felt it as two of the Wrogul’s tentacles slid through his skull and into his brain. Luckily, he didn’t feel anything else until the tentacles withdrew. “God, I hate that.” 
 
    “There was some swelling around your prefrontal lobe at the connection point of your pinplants.” 
 
    A Tri-V was on, showing a scan of his brain. Apparently, Dr. Ramirez had set up a scanner while Nemo rummaged through his brain. Patrick shook off the lingering effects of the experience. “What do you recommend?” Ramirez asked. 
 
    “I believe I should replace his pinplants. Since they were the access point the AI used to integrate with his higher brain functions, the quantum attachment points have likely been over-stimulated. It isn’t normalizing, but new pinplants will solve the problem. Probably.” 
 
    “Probably?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Most likely,” Nemo amended. 
 
    “I have a lot of work to do; how about you just give me some aspirin, and I’ll see you in a couple days.” 
 
    “No reason for that,” Nemo said. 
 
    “We can handle it easy enough,” Ramirez agreed. “Nemo keeps the necessary equipment in his support tank.” 
 
    “Always,” Nemo said. He returned to his tank and came back moments later holding a dripping metallic case in one tentacle. 
 
    “Can we talk about—” Patrick’s complaint was cut off as Nemo’s specialized tentacles penetrated his skull again. He had a number of vague impressions, such as tasting the color yellow and remembering how to do long division using the smell of fresh bread. Then he was back again. 
 
    “There you go!” Nemo said. His support tank turned and rolled out of the examination room. Wrogul didn’t bother saying hello or goodbye. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Dr. Ramirez asked. The doctor was holding his slate and observing Patrick with a somewhat detached appearance. 
 
    Patrick wondered how many times the doctor had seen the Wrogul violate a patient’s brain in such a way. Then he realized his pain and dizziness were gone. “Fine,” he said, blinking. “Like new, actually.” 
 
    Ramirez nodded and handed him a mini slate. “Follow these basic instructions to familiarize yourself with the new pinplants.” 
 
    “I’ve done this before,” Patrick said. “Though it was quite a few years ago.” 
 
    “Nemo said these are an improved model Sato presented before he left.” 
 
    “Oh?” Patrick asked, concerned. 
 
    Ramirez dismissed it with a wave. “Our chief neurosurgeon and I both reviewed the design. It’s based completely on the other, ubiquitous pinplant design. However, it has a number of improvements. It integrates into most areas of your brain instead of only a couple, and its processors and coprocessor capacity are an order of magnitude more powerful, partly because it is designed to use your brain’s own information handling abilities.” 
 
    “Has everyone else who’s gotten them adapted okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ramirez admitted. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because only Sato got them, and he left.” 
 
    “That’s not encouraging.” 
 
    “No need to be concerned. Nemo gave the design his seal of approval. He says it is based on an older model of pinplant which goes way back. It was never adapted for Human use.” 
 
    “I feel like a guinea pig.” 
 
    “You can think of it that way if you want.” Ramirez activated the Tri-V on the more powerful slate he carried, displaying an image of a brain; Patrick assumed it was his. “Your assimilation by the AI damaged the interface and your brain.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” 
 
    “Because it wouldn’t have helped you knowing it, and I was hopeful the nanite treatment we gave you after the AI left would repair the damage. I was wrong. The pinplant interfaces were critically damaged and beginning to cause cerebral inflammation.” He pointed a finger at Patrick. “That’s why I told you to report any changes in your condition.” 
 
    “Oh,” Patrick said lamely. 
 
    “Anyway, Nemo removed your old pinplants, excised some of the damaged brain tissue to avoid necrosis, and installed the new pinplants.” He gestured at the mini slate again. “While you’ve gone through familiarization with your old pinplants, these are not the same.” 
 
    “I see,” Patrick said. “Am I good to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ramirez said and made still more notes on his slate. “Once again, call us if you have any symptoms or problems.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said dejectedly. 
 
    “Hmm,” Ramirez said and left just like Nemo had. Maybe the doctor had adopted some of the Wrogul’s bedside manner. 
 
    The nurse Ramirez had addressed as Nancy busied herself securing several metallic basins Patrick hadn’t noticed near the table he’d sat on. “It has to be interesting working here,” he said to her. 
 
    “You have no idea.”  
 
    Patrick was going to laugh, but saw her expression was a complete deadpan. He got to his feet, feeling perfectly fine, and left the medical center. A few minutes later, he was back in his quarters and reading through the instructions. After only a few minutes, he realized just how different the new pinplants were. 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Outside the Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “Nigel?” a voice asked as Nigel left to go get something to eat. Although the program had been approved easily, the actual details for how it would work had been far more difficult to get agreement on. They’d finally agreed to review all the contracts currently waiting with the new program, rank order them, and approve the ones they could in council. The contracts that weren’t approved would roll to the next month and go into a pool with the new ones submitted that month, then the program would be run again. They would repeat that process for the foreseeable future, or until they decided the security situation permitted removing the process altogether. Zzemdal’s program was set up so they could adjust the percentage of forces on mission either up or down from the current 65% also, if it were deemed necessary. 
 
    “Nigel, a moment?” the voice asked again. That couldn’t be who it sounded like, could it? 
 
    Nigel turned around to find Prava hurrying after him, and his brows furrowed. “Are you…calling me?” he asked. “I didn’t realize you actually knew my name as something other than ‘Stupid Human.’” 
 
    Prava cocked her head at him, and her cybernetic eye dilated. She frowned, which, on the Veetanho, looked very close to a sneer. Or maybe it was a sneer. With the Veetanho, both were equally likely. 
 
    “Yes, I know your name, even if you have never given me a reason to use it.” 
 
    “Besides saving your life, anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, besides that.” She sighed. “Look. Can I talk with you?” 
 
    “What are we doing now?” 
 
    She frowned again. “Not here.” 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “I’m hungry. I was going to the mess to get something to eat. Would that work?” 
 
    “Yes. There is as much privacy there as anywhere else, I guess.” 
 
    “Which is to say, not much?” 
 
    Prava gave him a small nod. “Perhaps you are brighter than I give you credit for.” 
 
    “Well, that wouldn’t take much,” Nigel said as he turned and resumed his journey to the mess. He lengthened his stride slightly when he saw Prava had a hard time keeping up with him. With her shorter legs, she had to almost run to keep up with him, and he could hear her panting after a short distance. 
 
    Nigel sighed when he realized the Veetanho was limping but was going to be too proud to ask him to slow down, and he relented, slowing down to a pace she could match.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I am…not as young as I used to be.” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “I understand. A lifetime of fighting takes its toll on a body.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” she muttered. 
 
    They arrived at the mess, went through the service line to get their food, then took their trays to a mostly secluded table on the periphery of the room. 
 
    “Okay,” Nigel said, once they were seated, “you’ve got me. What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    Prava set her spoon down and looked at him critically for a moment, her cybernetic eye nictating. Nigel wondered for the first time what kind of capabilities the eye had. 
 
    “The Veetanho aren’t known for making mistakes,” Prava said finally, “and we are even less well known for admitting them when they occur.” She paused, seeming to summon the strength to continue. “Because of this, you will understand what it means when I say that we may have been wrong about you Humans.” 
 
    Nigel carefully set his spoon down, not wanting to break the moment, and gave her a small nod. “I do.” 
 
    “I was…quite happy to listen to—and agree with—the common perception on Humans. In my limited contact with them, they have always been what they were made out to be—brash and unthinking, and not worried about honor. When I first met you, I thought you were the perfect example of everything I’d been led to believe about Humans. You were loud and brash.” 
 
    Nigel’s lips quirked up. “I may have been accused of that a time or two.” 
 
    “And your company exemplifies everything that is wrong with humanity, right down to its motto: Kill Aliens and Get Paid.” 
 
    “I didn’t make up that motto.” 
 
    “True, but neither did you change it when you took over the company, and our files on you indicate you have lived your life according to that principle.” 
 
    “You have files on me?” 
 
    “Of course. You are the leader of one of your race’s preeminent mercenary companies. Why would you think we didn’t? Don’t you have files on me?” 
 
    “Well, uh, no. I don’t know if we have files on anyone. Asbaran has been pretty busy since I took over. You see, there was a race who wanted to subjugate us…” 
 
    Prava made a motion with her hand, brushing that away. “Perhaps our leadership was a bit…overexuberant in its attempt to bring you into the fold.” 
 
    “Overexuberant?” Nigel exclaimed. “You wanted to make us slaves!” 
 
    Prava shrugged. “Veetanho have a long view of the galaxy. Sometimes there are choices that must be made for the betterment of it. It was believed you would make great shock troops in the war.” 
 
    “Like your other client races?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” 
 
    “So, you admit to keeping some of the other races as slaves?” 
 
    “I admit nothing, other than the fact that some races perform better under our direction.” She shrugged. “Who are viewed as the best generals in the galaxy? Veetanho. Peepo was never beaten in a lifetime of fighting.” 
 
    “My grandfather fought her to a draw.” 
 
    “A draw is not a loss.” 
 
    “She considered it to be.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but you are missing the point. Before Humans came on the galactic stage, who were universally agreed to be the best generals?” 
 
    Nigel sighed. “The Veetanho.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Prava said with a nod. “So, if there were to be a galaxy-wide war, with the survival of your race at stake, who would you want in charge of the battle plan?” 
 
    “My grandfather.” 
 
    “And it you couldn’t have him?” 
 
    “Jim Cartwright.” 
 
    Prava sighed. “If you couldn’t pick a Human? Out of all of the other leaders you’ve ever heard of in galactic history? Remember, your race’s survival is at stake here.” 
 
    Nigel swallowed and forced himself to say it. “Peepo.” 
 
    “Just so. She was the best general this galaxy had seen in countless generations. Would it not make sense, therefore, to put all of our troops, everything the Merc Guild had to offer, under her command?” 
 
    “Before Humans? Yes, I guess so.” 
 
    “That is what we thought, too. When Humans emerged, we could see your creativity and ability to fight were some of the best and strongest of any of the races. We knew you would make excellent troops. Perhaps, it was thought, we could finally beat the Kahraman with you as our junior partners.” 
 
    “As your slaves, you mean?” First the Dusman and now the Veetanho? Seems like everyone wants us to be their slaves these days. 
 
    Prava shrugged. “Let’s just say, with you following our direction.” She cocked her head. “Can you see how some of my race, which comes from a long line of believers that we are the best generals available, might believe that a war on you—now, before you became too powerful—might be the best way to keep you under our direction?” 
 
    Nigel gave her a small nod. “I can see that the Veetanho would believe that. There’s no way, though, that a Human would ever believe that.” 
 
    “And that is where we failed,” Prava said. “We did not take into account your aversion to being ruled. Of course, we knew your race didn’t surrender when it should—your short history is replete with examples of Human companies winning battles when most other mercenary races would have surrendered long before—but we did not realize how utterly ingrained this feeling was in your race. It is almost like you would rather lose than give in to someone stronger than you.” 
 
    “That’s possible.” Nigel smiled. “There was once an American—a Human from a small country that was trying to free themselves from another country—who said, ‘Give me liberty or give me death.’ That became a rallying cry in that war.” 
 
    “And that is what we didn’t understand about you.” Prava shook her head. “That type of thinking isn’t beneficial to the long-term survival of the race. You should have lost and been destroyed long before now.” 
 
    “We’re just too stubborn to lose, I guess.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Prava looked at the food on her tray then back up at Nigel. She stared at him for a few moments, the cybernetic eye nictating quickly again, then nodded. “I have sent a report back to our home planet saying such.” 
 
    “What…do you mean?” 
 
    Prava smiled. “You aren’t the smartest of races.” She held up a hand to forestall Nigel’s reply. “I don’t mean that as an insult, but as a statement of fact. There are other races whose intelligence is higher. There aren’t any, however, who are as stubborn in their refusal to lose. You also are extremely creative, especially when you need to be. When pressed, you are at your best and most creative, something that many of the other races are not. It’s that ‘sense of survival’ thing again. Most races would rather acknowledge their superiors and allow their race to continue living.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because, like I said, I sent a report home on everything I’ve learned about you. While you appear to be brash and loud, you care about the people working with you and the survival of the galaxy as a whole. You care about things greater than yourself or your race. While many of the races—including my own, sometimes—only looks at issues through the lens of what is best for our own race, you look at how things will benefit others. You saved my life when it would have been easier to let me die because I was part of your team. You have honor. You care more about fighting and winning against the Kahraman than you do getting a few extra contracts for your race.” 
 
    “Well, duh,” Nigel said, trying not to think about how the contract vetting process had been adjusted. “That’s only self-preservation. All of this that we have—” he motioned to everything around him, “—will be gone if the Kahraman win. They’re the biggest threat.” 
 
    Prava nodded. “They are. There are other threats, too, of which you’re blissfully unaware.” 
 
    “Why don’t you let me in on the secret then?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t,” Prava said. “We all have our orders, and some secrets must remain secret for now. That said, though, I wanted to make you aware of my report. I don’t know what good it will do with our leadership, but just so you know, I have told them I think Humans would make better partners than slaves.” 
 
    Nigel had to consciously focus to keep his jaw from dropping. “Really?” he asked finally. “Just because I saved your life?” 
 
    “No. I have watched many of the things you’ve done since you got here. Many, like I said, haven’t been the smartest.” She smiled. “But when things needed to be done—when things got hard—you rose to the challenge. I think there will come a time when we will need you by our side, because that is where you excel. You would never be happy completely under our command and would spend as much time fighting the Kahraman—or whoever the enemy was—as you did the Veetanho, trying to get out from under our claw.” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “Yeah, probably.” 
 
    Prava looked at Nigel intently, her cybernetic eye steady. “I have two reasons for telling you about my report. The first is that I hope, at some point, we can learn to work together. It won’t be easy, but I have a feeling it must be done.” 
 
    She looked around the mess. “Secondly,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper, “I want you to be aware that just because people have treated you well—or poorly—in the past, that is no indication of how they will treat you in the future. Just because a race elevated you to the Council doesn’t mean they actually care about you, only that they are interested in what you can do for them. Ask yourself, why did the Goltar just show up now? Whose side are they really on? Why has the Speaker made the decisions he has?” 
 
    When Nigel pursed his lips, Prava nodded. “Good; you’re at least willing to think about it. Perhaps you really are smarter than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    “What is it you really want?” Nigel asked, feeling like the meeting was coming to an end and not really knowing where he stood with any of what he’d been told. 
 
    “I want you to be open to all opportunities,” Prava said. “I want you to look to the future, not just upon events of the past. Just like you’ve overcome some of your hatred of the MinSha and aliens in general, there may come a time when you’ll have to overcome your hatred of my people. Finally, I want you to question everything. Just because someone here appears to have your best interests in mind doesn’t mean they actually do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Spartan handed Bambi a data chip. “With the death of the proctor—even though we didn’t do it ourselves—we completed the contract for the gate master in Karma. We went back through there on our way here, got paid, and returned here as soon as we could.” 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Beth “Bambi” Lobdell, the Golden Horde’s XO, shook her head. “Wow! That’s quite some story.” And those two have got to be the luckiest couple of mercs I have ever met. 
 
    “It all worked out in the end, though,” Thorb said. “We got our manufactory and our uplifter, plus we got paid, too!” 
 
    “True,” Bambi replied. “I guess all I can say is, well done, mercs.” 
 
    “Thanks,” they chorused. 
 
    “Well, I think you’ve both earned some time off,” Bambi said. “What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    Spartan blinked, his eyes blank for a second, then he shook off whatever thought he’d had. “I’m not sure yet,” he said after a couple seconds. “I’ve got a few things to do here first, like get my formal report into the system while it’s fresh. We collected a lot of good intel that Colonel Enkh will want added to our databases. After that, I have a few things planned.” 
 
    “What about you?” Bambi asked Thorb. 
 
    The SalSha blinked a couple times then said, “I’m going to SalSha Town to see how things are going, as well as to get our manufactory and uplifter set up. Once they’re in place, I’ll take some time off and go swimming around there. I hear there’s a new game the pups are playing called ‘Tag the Elephant Seal.’ I suspect I will have to try it.” 
 
    “Tagging an elephant seal?” Bambi asked. “Sounds…Well, I don’t know if fun is the right word, but it certainly sounds different.” She shrugged. “Sansar may have some questions when she gets back, but I don’t know when that will be, so go have fun. If she wants you when she gets back, I’m sure she’ll recall you.” 
 
    Spartan and Thorb looked at each other and nodded before turning to leave. Bambi watched them depart and shook her head. “Must have been quite the trip,” she said and began writing the report. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Ops Center, Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel James Good was just about to go off-shift when Spartan walked into the ops center. “Hey, Spartan! Long time no see!” Good waved, and the officer walked over to his desk. 
 
    “Hi, sir,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” 
 
    Spartan chuckled. “Halfway ’round the galaxy and back, seems like.” 
 
    “See anything interesting?” 
 
    “The inside of a Science Guild facility.” 
 
    Good felt his jaw drop. “Really?” 
 
    Spartan nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Sansar is going to want to hear all about that.” He chuckled. “Blue Sky! For that matter, I want to hear about it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what I’m here for. The XO told me to take some leave, but I want to file my report before I go.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Wouldn’t want to forget anything.” 
 
    Spartan nodded. 
 
    Good surveyed the center. It was less than half the size of their previous ops center in Uzbekistan; there weren’t as many terminals and nearly all of them had someone at them. He finally saw an empty one in the back near Federation Ops. “Position 47 is open if you’d like to grab it.” 
 
    “That would be awesome,” Spartan said and walked toward the indicated position. 
 
    Good went back to preparing his turnover report. As he finished up, he saw he still had ten minutes before his relief showed up, so he decided to make a last circuit of the room. It was a typical day in the ops center: operations to destabilize the former United States continued and were gaining momentum, the latest code Maki traders were using had been broken, and several messages from Karma had come in on the implementation of the new base in the Spine Nebula. Just another day in the office. 
 
    He was approaching the area where Spartan was working when he saw the officer reach surreptitiously into a pocket and pull out a data chip. He looked to see if the woman next to him was looking, then he slid it into his terminal. 
 
    “Hey,” Good said as he strode over to him. “You can’t introduce foreign media into the ops center computers!” 
 
    Spartan jumped and spun around. When he saw Good, he blinked once and then sighed. “You scared me, sir. I didn’t hear you coming.” 
 
    “I saw you pull a data chip from your pocket and insert it into the terminal,” Good said. “You know you can’t do that.” 
 
    Spartan hung his head. “Yes, sir, I know. I captured some images of the Science Guild facility that I wanted to add to the report, though. It’s my data chip, and I know it’s clean…” 
 
    “Science Guild images? Okay. Well, it’s too late; what’s done is done, but don’t do it again, or I’ll have to report you, then you’ll lose all of your privileges here in the ops center.” 
 
    “I understand,” Spartan said, withdrawing the chip. 
 
    “Here.” Good held out his hand. “I’ll take that.” 
 
    Spartan handed him the chip, which he stuck in his pocket. 
 
    “Can I see the images you took?” 
 
    “Sure, sir.” He opened the file and began flipping through the pictures. “It really wasn’t as exciting as I thought it would be. The facility works on life sciences, and their biggest projects focused on improving length of life and quality of life. They’re working at the cellular level with highly specialized nanobots to destroy diseases.” 
 
    “Can’t we already do that?” 
 
    “Well, yes, sir. Some of the other races have issues that they’re working on. They wouldn’t get really specific with it—said it was proprietary info—they just gave us an overview of the things they were working on.” He flipped through some images of machinery. “They have all sorts of gene splicers and analytical equipment. It was pretty impressive.” 
 
    “Anything we can use?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Probably not. I’d like to get into a Science Guild facility that deals with weaponry or comms tech.” He gave Good an evil smile. “That would be a lot more fun.” 
 
    “Well, you never know where you’re going to find that next big intel nugget. Maybe there’s something here you overlooked or didn’t realize was important.” 
 
    “That’s why I took all the imagery.” 
 
    Good nodded and saw his relief had arrived. He turned to leave, then looked back over his shoulder. “Make sure you follow the rules. Major Enkh won’t be as forgiving as me.” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir. I’ll be good.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand, Earth 
 
    Thorb smiled as he looked around the Visitors’ Center. “Wow! You’ve really gotten a lot accomplished while we were gone.” 
 
    Slorg nodded. “The New Zealand government helped…well, they helped a lot. When I agreed to let them run the ferry service to the island, they sent a number of contractors to build the buildings, the pier complex, and some undersea habitats that are accessible from this center.” 
 
    Thorb frowned. “I’ve been around Humans too long to know they didn’t just do this because they wanted to help us.” 
 
    “Of course not. In addition to running the ferry service, which I didn’t want to do—and for which they get to charge exorbitant amounts—they are also in charge of the tourist facilities on the mainland that support Rimariki Island.” 
 
    “Tourist facilities?” 
 
    “Yes. They make everyone who wants to come to the island show up on the mainland a week prior, where they fleece them for all they’re worth before letting them come to the island.” 
 
    “And the tourists allow this?” 
 
    “The government says it’s some sort of quarantine so they don’t infect us with Human diseases.” 
 
    “I’ve been around Humans a long time and never caught any of their diseases.” 
 
    Slorg shrugged. “I haven’t, either, but that was part of the deal. With mercenary contracts stopped, the only thing they really have going now is tourism, so the New Zealand government threw everything they had into this.” He waved his hands around the center. “It’s amazing what you can do with enough credits.” 
 
    “We’re getting our piece of the tourist trade, right?” 
 
    “Of course. Everything Humans do here comes at a price, from buying stuffed SalSha dolls to observing SalSha in their natural habitats.” 
 
    “That sounds creepy. What exactly is that?” 
 
    “Humans can go from here into undersea passages, where they can watch some of the Salusians in their homes.” 
 
    “So, it’s not SalSha? It’s just the Salusians?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s all disguised so the Salusians don’t even know they’re being watched.” 
 
    “That is creepy. What do the Humans do?” 
 
    “Nothing. They just stand there and stare at them, whether they’re playing or sleeping, and they give us lots of credits for the opportunity. It’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen.” He cocked his head. “Are all Humans brain damaged?” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder,” Thorb said with a laugh. “But no. Just like there are many who are stupid, there are many who are very smart.” He looked around. “Where did you put the uplifter?” 
 
    “It’s in a building in the complex. It’s disguised as the sanitation facility so the Humans don’t get too curious about it.” 
 
    “You didn’t put it underwater? Doesn’t the island get hurricanes that we would have to worry about?” 
 
    “No. Although about ten cyclones—the Humans call them cyclones here—form in the South Pacific, only about one a year affects New Zealand as an ex-tropical cyclone. The weather will be bad for a few days, but it won’t be full cyclonic strength. The engineers hardened the facility; there shouldn’t be any issues.” 
 
    Thorb glanced around to see if anyone was in earshot. “Is it big enough for a second uplifter?” 
 
    “What?” Slorg exclaimed. “A second—” 
 
    Thorb put a paw over Slorg’s mouth before he could shout it to everyone in the center. “Yes, a second one. We brought back a second one, which will be coming down soon. And a manufactory. We now have a small manufactory to make stuff with.” He removed his paw. “Is there room in the uplift facility to put them there?” 
 
    “Well, there could be, if we moved things around. When are they coming?” 
 
    “Later today, so you better get things moving.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 South of Chorvoq, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    “Blue Sky! What in all the hells is that?” 
 
    The supervisor looked at the technician who’d sworn. This was supposed to be easy duty—they, along with another 20 technicians, were setting up the ops center at the new Golden Horde headquarters—and, although not everything had gone as planned, there hadn’t been anything that had deserved that kind of vehemence. 
 
    He walked over to check it out. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the technician said. “I went to attach this terminal to the server and as soon as I did, it downloaded a couple strings of code.” 
 
    “Oh? What kind of code?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, exactly.” He pointed at the screen. “It’s an executable, but it’s encrypted more strongly than anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “And it came from our server?” 
 
    “Yeah, it did.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t. But it did.” 
 
    The supervisor nodded to the next terminal over. “Is that one ready to attach?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He turned the terminal on and plugged the cable into the router. Immediately, two files downloaded to the terminal. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” the technician said from over his shoulder. “It shouldn’t do that…but it does.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re done installing the terminals for the day. I want you to look at the server and find out why it’s doing that.” 
 
    “But I was about to go off-shift.” 
 
    “And you will, after you find out why the server is sending the terminals code we can’t open.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    “Have you thought about what I told you?” Prava asked as Nigel sat in his chair at the council table. 
 
    “I have,” Nigel said. “I have to wonder—still—what your purpose was in telling me what you did.” 
 
    “I told you, it was—” 
 
    “I know what you told me,” Nigel said with a smile. “The problem is that you haven’t told me anything new. Ever since we came on the galactic stage, the other races—and the guilds—have been trying to use us to their advantage. You mentioned that Humans do things that are selfless or philanthropic—I’m not sure which word is best—and that makes us good people in your eyes, but I’ve never seen the Veetanho do anything that was selfless, so I’m not sure how you’d know what selfless is. For all I know, you probably think that being selfless is a weakness.” 
 
    “That is not true. What would you call the fact that we’ve held back the Kahraman for thousands of years—” 
 
    “By suborning and enslaving races to do so? I’d call that building your power base.” He swept a hand in an arc, indicating the merc guild membership. “How many of those races do you directly or indirectly control?” 
 
    “Some,” the Veetanho acknowledged. “But it’s for—” 
 
    “Their own good,” Nigel finished with a nod. “Sure, it is. That’s what tyrants on Earth have said throughout history, too. ‘That poor race—they just don’t know what’s best for them. We do, though, so we’ll shepherd them and watch over them.’” 
 
    Prava sniffed. “Just because that statement was used for evil purposes on your planet doesn’t make it any less true in our case.” 
 
    “I’m curious how many of your slave races would welcome the chance not to be slaves anymore.” 
 
    “Perhaps when the Kahraman are vanquished for all time, we can discuss this.” 
 
    Nigel gave her a sad smile. “I’m sure that’s likely to happen.” 
 
    “From your tone, it sounds like you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “What evidence do I have to indicate I should?” 
 
    “What evidence do you need?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see…” He thought for a second. “The last two races you fought—and lost. How much have you paid in reparations to make their societies better? I don’t remember seeing a lot of credits flowing to Earth to help us rebuild.” 
 
    Prava shrugged. “I don’t know how you can use that as an example. We paid you exactly what you asked for here in this council chamber.” 
 
    Nigel smiled, having guessed that was what she’d say. “We both know that was a pittance, a slip of my tongue, which your representative took advantage of. You could have made it better…but you didn’t.” 
 
    “You should have asked for more.” She cocked her head. “You said two races. The war against humanity wasn’t a loss, it was stopped by the Peacemaker Guild. But even calling that a loss, I cannot recall a second one.” 
 
    “You lost to the Depik.” 
 
    “Lost? We control the home world of those abominations. They all killed themselves; how could we pay reparations to them?” 
 
    “How many facilities do you have on the planet?” Nigel asked. “Last I heard, you had a nasty little guerilla war going on there, and not all the Depik died. There are plenty around off-planet, just waiting to find you. A little goodwill spending on your part would certainly help them reconstitute their civilization.” 
 
    “They are abominations—failed experiments by the Kahraman—and should all be destroyed.” 
 
    “And you call Humans stupid,” Nigel said with a nod as the Speaker entered the chamber and took his seat. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Humans didn’t make enemies of the best assassins in the galaxy; the Veetanho did.” 
 
    “And we have nearly eradicated them,” Prava said as the Speaker called the meeting to order. 
 
    “Indeed,” Nigel said with a smile. “And how is that working out for Peepo?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Former Four Horsemen Research Station, Jupiter 
 
    Fhiss finished laying out the details of her discussion on AIs and the galaxy. Jim Cartwright could only sit on the little shelf he’d found to rest on and shake his head. “This information was all on the GalNet?” 
 
    “Every bit of it,” Fhiss said. “But from different times.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “This station’s computer archives had seven copies of the GalNet, one copy every ten of your years, though if the copies had been kept up it should have had another version from when the station was abandoned.” 
 
    Jim considered how many exabytes it would require to copy the entire GalNet. He routinely kept a selective copy of the GalNet in his pinplants, likely less than five percent, total, and it used up a good part of his available pinplant memory. He looked at rack after rack of computers and storage units. A lot of the equipment was likely needed just to store those copies of the GalNet. 
 
    “Tell me how it helped your realizations on AI.” 
 
    “The same way the researchers who established this did. The GalNet is constantly under revision.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Jim said. “New information becomes available.” 
 
    “And old information is edited or removed. We found millions of occurrences of deleted data, just in the seven copies present. There are also large fragments of partial GalNet copies we believe were retrieved from isolated systems. The reason it is seldom noticed is because every time a node connects to the GalNet, it is updated with both new information added—” 
 
    “And other information deleted,” Jim said, understanding. The Aku’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “Is the GalNet system actively removing information?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fhiss said. “The same method it uses to add information to connected systems is used to, quietly and invisibly, delete information as well. The Information Guild handles the GalNet, but the Science Guild created the program.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because the programs which operate within the data framework are pure Science Guild. We learned this from the research done before we arrived.” 
 
    “You mentioned original AI code?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chiss said. “This is the fascinating part.” He and Fhiss led him to the far end of the research area, which held dozens of what Jim thought were miniature bank vaults. “The most difficult time we had here was accessing these lockers.” The alien pointed at the only locker open. “When the operators left, they didn’t secure this one locker. Maybe they left in a hurry; we don’t know. Inside was this.” 
 
    Jim looked inside and saw a complicated instrument which looked like it belonged in a particle physics lab or a 21st century sci-fi film. He tried running a comparison in his pinplants and came up with three probable matches: mass spectrometer, EM field analyzer, and bio-analyzer. “Interesting device,” he said. 
 
    “The device is our own creation,” Chiss said proudly. “We needed it to make sense out of what we found, which is inside it.” He touched a switch, and the device came alive with a number of displays and flashing lights. The impression of a sci-fi prop was boosted considerably. A Tri-V booted up and came alive with a rotating image of what looked like a tattered piece of fabric. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a piece of an AI,” Fhiss said. This time the reverence in her voice was unmistakable. 
 
    “A piece of an AI? An AI is a program, a code in a computer. It isn’t a physical thing.” 
 
    “That is what we thought as well,” Chiss said. “It is this, though.” He gestured at a tiny metallic case secured in the center of the apparatus. He touched a control with one of his thick fingers and the machine ceased its flashing and pulsing. He extracted the little case and most of the displays deactivated as the machine went into standby. Chiss held out the case, and Jim took it. 
 
    The case was solid on all sides except one, which appeared to be thick transparent glass. Inside was the material Chiss and Fhiss were speaking of. While it had resembled fabric in the Tri-V scan, looking at it with his own eyes, he thought it was more of a cobweb, not unlike what you’d see built up in the corner of a disused room. It looked as if someone had cut it free and suspended it with tiny silver wires. Then he saw a shimmer of light ripple across it. 
 
    “You see that?” Fhiss asked, pointing. “That energy discharge?” 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “We’re not sure.” Chiss pointed to the apparatus the sample was attached to. “We kept adding capabilities in order to understand. On its surface, the energy appears to be simple electricity. Though impressive, that is incorrect. It is not energetic at all. In fact, it doesn’t register on any EM spectrum. It seems to shield the fabric from any detailed analysis, sometimes making it almost invisible.” 
 
    Chiss touched part of the machine. “This is part of a hyperspace field calibrator we took from salvage. It is used to fine tune hyperspace nodes and shunts. It is the only instrument which registers that energy.” 
 
    “It’s hyperspace energy?” Jim asked. 
 
    “No,” Fhiss said. “It registers, but only mildly. We’re still trying to understand.” She looked at the wall of lockers. “I wish we could access these other samples.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s part of an AI?” 
 
    Fhiss took the sample back and attached it to another device, then connected it to a slate. The slate’s Tri-V came alive and began to show computer code. Then it wove in more code, and more, and more. What appeared was a 3-dimensional box of code! 
 
    “Holy crap,” Jim said, his eyes going wide. Before he was a merc, he’d been a teenager who loved computers. It was what drove him to defy his mother and get illegal pinplants. Those pinplants allowed him to get deeper into programming. In the interim, between the Cavaliers being destroyed in bankruptcy and his reforming them, he’d made a living as a programmer. Code was linear, like a book. It moved back and forth, accessed other code, other programs, and other data. 
 
    What he was looking at was three-dimensional elements of code, interwoven through a million, a billion, a trillion data points. It was light years ahead of anything he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Yes, I see you are as amazed as we are,” Fhiss said. “What makes it even more amazing is that what you see here is but a tiny fragment!” She touched the metallic cube holding the fragment of fabric. “A complete AI would be much, much more.” 
 
    “How did someone make this?” Jim wondered. 
 
    “I do so wish I knew,” Fhiss said. “I wonder what kind of a machine could do this, or even more fascinating, what kind of being could do this?” 
 
    Jim nodded. It was beyond amazing. “I’m going to see what we can do about getting you more access to data sources. Maybe the task force we sent to the Science Guild will come back with something.” He remembered something Chiss said earlier. “You said you were sure there are other AIs out there. Many of them?” 
 
    “Their fingerprints are all over the GalNet, the coding in it, in the very updates sent via the Information Guild,” Chiss said and gestured to the programming being displayed. “This is extremely easy to spot. We see it in every corner of the galaxy. In transmissions sent between guilds, in the writing of regulations, in everything.” She looked at him. “There are many. We know it.” 
 
    “And they made it illegal to make more,” Jim said, almost a whisper. “Competition?” 
 
    “Or fear they will be caught in their lies,” Chiss said. “Lies they’ve been keeping for a very long time.” 
 
    “It seems all I do is ask why,” Jim said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Ah, the mystery at the core of it all,” Chiss said, holding up a hand. “The Great Galactic War. It is the mystery which sits at the center of it all.” 
 
    “We know it was between the Dusman and the Kahraman,” Jim said. “It also involved almost all the other races of the galaxy, many whether they wanted to be involved with it or not. Planets, entire star systems, died. The Winged Hussars found one of their old doomsday ships.” 
 
    “I read the report on 2nd Level Hyperspace.” 
 
    “I wish I’d had more time to experiment there, it’s fasci—” Jim suddenly stopped. “Wait, how did you read that report? It’s classified!” 
 
    “Your system is rather easy to penetrate,” Chiss said. Was that bemusement Jim sensed? “All the Human systems are. The Golden Horde’s are the hardest. I admit we’ve only been able to intercept and decrypt some of their comms between Earth and ships in orbit.” 
 
    “Chiss, this isn’t how friends treat each other.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” Chiss asked innocently. 
 
    “No, it isn’t. You allow others to have their privacy.” 
 
    “Then why is everyone on Earth spying on each other?” 
 
    Ouch, Jim thought. “I don’t really have an answer for that,” he admitted. “Maybe you can avoid hacking into the Horsemen’s computers for now?” 
 
    “If you wish,” Chiss said, and exchanged a look with Fhiss, making Jim wonder what they were really thinking. 
 
    “You were saying about 2nd Level Hyperspace?” 
 
    “The fact the Winged Hussars found many Dusman warships in 2nd Level Hyperspace suggests an obvious conclusion: this is where they’ve been since the war.” 
 
    Jim shook his head as if he were trying to shake off a bug. It was a ludicrous idea while also being the only logical conclusion. How could Splunk’s people have existed in the galaxy for 20 millennia without notice? The Kahraman had retreated to the Fourth Arm and pulled in the ladder after them. The details of the war brought back by Nigel said massive resources were expended keeping them there, too. But the Dusman had just disappeared like ghosts. 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” Jim said. 
 
    “Data we gathered from the Winged Hussars states their AI was aware of 2nd Level Hyperspace, but also knew how to access it and return. So little information exists about the Great Galactic War, solid conclusions cannot be made. However, what is known is that the Dusman could deploy their forces seemingly anywhere at any time. Modern space warfare involves defending stargates and emergence points. The Dusman had no methods of breeching such defenses.” 
 
    “Because they didn’t need them,” Jim said. Both Chiss and Fhiss nodded profusely. “The Dusman’s new ships, all their armies, they’ve been hiding in 2nd Level Hyperspace.” More nods. “Or building and growing.” 
 
    “Both are possible. We have not been able to analyze their new fleets and forces. However, they have no new Raknar. Instead, they are relying on you and your partner to find old ones to refurbish.” 
 
    Jim silently thanked the day he’d taken the Peacemaker contract to help the Aku. The turtle-like aliens, in a few minutes’ time, had given him more solid intel than he’d managed to squeeze out of the Dusman in as long as he’d known them! “What about the war is a mystery, then?” 
 
    “Besides everything about it, the biggest question is why did they stop?” 
 
    “Fought to a standstill?” 
 
    “Both sides retreated at the same time. There are vast amounts of history about conflicts before that war, even a few smaller ones afterward. One side always wins. It is the nature of warfare on this scale. The weapons become too powerful. The difficulties of defending. The logistics of attacking makes it cheaper to annihilate than to conquer. These world-killing ships are a symptom, as are hints of star-destroying weapons.” 
 
    “Star destroying?” Jim blurted. 
 
    “Oh yes, absolutely. That data is easy to find when you examine the Cartography Guild’s own star charts. Stars die in certain ways, under certain situations and certain conditions. I will share this data with you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, both sides retreated. They ran for their lives. The Fourth Arm became a prison for the Kahraman, and 2nd Level Hyperspace is inhabited by unknown hostile forces. So, what made them both run?” 
 
    “That is indeed the question,” Jim agreed. Another question to ask my friend. “All of this is fascinating. The AIs, what you’ve told me about, even the stuff about the war and all, but you could have told me about this back at the transfer station over Earth. Why bring me out here?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to show you all the work we have done and ask you if it is enough.” 
 
    “Enough? Enough for what?” 
 
    “Enough to pay you to rescue the rest of our people from slavery.” Chiss handed him a data chip. “We’ve found all who are still alive.” 
 
    Jim looked at the chip and sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand, Earth 
 
    Thorb smiled as the second uplifter was nudged into place next to the first one they’d acquired. There hadn’t been a lot of extra space, but there’d been enough. 
 
    “Told you it would fit,” Slorg said. “See? I was right, and you were wrong. That’s because—even though you may outrank me—I’m still smarter than you.” 
 
    Thorb shook his head. “Are not.” 
 
    “Am to.” 
 
    “Are not, and I can prove it.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.” Thorb looked around to see if anyone could hear, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “Not only did we get a second uplifter, the Science Guild facility where we stopped was a life sciences center. They had an uplifter which had a new and improved operating system they’d developed. They gave us a software upgrade to make ours work better. I also have a data chip to upgrade the one we already had.” 
 
    “It will make it better?” Slorg looked skeptical. “Better how?” 
 
    “The new software will make us smarter.” 
 
    “Smarter? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve already received the upgrade, and therefore, I’m smarter than you.” 
 
    “Are not.” 
 
    “Am to.” 
 
    “Prove it!” 
 
    “Okay, what’s the capital of Assyria?” 
 
    “I don’t know that. I’ve never even heard of that place.” 
 
    “That’s because the country doesn’t exist anymore. The answer was Nineveh, though.” Thorb smiled. “See? I’m smarter.” 
 
    “I want to be smarter, too.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Thorb replied. “All you have to do is go through the new uplifter, and it will make you smarter, too. Also, once I upgrade our original uplifter, we’ll be able to make everyone smarter in half the time.” 
 
    “Half the time?” 
 
    “Yes, because there will be two machines running, it will only take half the time.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “See, I’m smarter.” 
 
    “How soon can I get smarter?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take long,” Thorb said. “There aren’t a lot of things that have to get hooked up—the uplifter is a self-contained unit.” He shrugged. “But we don’t have to wait for that.” He pulled a chip out of a pocket on his harness and walked toward their original uplift machine. “We can upgrade this one,” he said with a smile, “and we can get started right now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Gobi Desert, Approaching Earth Orbit, Sol System 
 
    “All right,” Captain Parker said as the ship approached the Earth. “Look sharp! I want to know if Sarisa is in orbit.” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” the technician exclaimed after a few moments of looking at the data stream. “It’s here.” An image of the ship appeared on the main Tri-V. 
 
    Parker looked closely at the image. “Looks like she’s in good shape, too. I don’t see any signs of damage or what looks like recently repaired damage.” He turned to Sansar, who shook her head. “You didn’t believe they’d be here?” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “No. I would have bet money that they wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    “And yet, they are.” 
 
    “This is a story I can’t wait to hear.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Parker said. “Comms, see if you can call Sarisa and reach Captain Barjati.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” There was a delay, then she said, “I have the captain.” 
 
    “Good, please put her on the main Tri-V.” After a couple of moments, a woman in the Golden Horde’s shipboard uniform filled the Tri-V. “Antara,” Parker said. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Captain Barjati said. “It’s good to be home again. If you had told me before I left that I was going half the places I did on that trip, I probably wouldn’t have believed you. Seeing a Behemoth go into a star, too?” She shook her head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “What I find unbelievable,” Sansar said, “is that you went into a Science Guild system and came back out again, unharmed.” 
 
    Barjati blinked once, then she said, “It really wasn’t a big deal. They welcomed us with open arms and hosted us onboard the station for two days.” 
 
    “That’s almost exactly what they said, too,” Sansar said. “They gave you access to the whole station?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Barjati replied. “They answered our questions and gave us the information we needed, so we left.” 
 
    “And they never threatened you at all?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did they let you into the bioweapons section?” 
 
    “Bioweapons?” 
 
    “Yes, there was a bioweapons section onboard the station.” 
 
    Barjati shrugged. “I don’t remember hearing about it,” she said, “but I didn’t tour the facility.” 
 
    “Who did tour the facility? Spartan? Thorb?” 
 
    “Yes, they both went onboard the station and looked around it.” 
 
    “Are they still on Sarisa?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “No, they aren’t. They asked for a shuttle when we returned. I believe Spartan went to the Horde’s headquarters in Texas, and I think Thorb went to the SalSha facility in New Zealand.” 
 
    “There is a SalSha facility in New Zealand?” Parker asked. Sansar nodded. “That, I have to see,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain Barjati,” Sansar said. “I’ll be looking forward to reading your full report.” 
 
    “They have it at the headquarters,” she said. 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Thanks. Like I said, I’ll look forward to reading it. Gobi Desert, signing off.” 
 
    Barjati nodded, and the Tri-V went blank. 
 
    Sansar met Parker’s eyes. “Can I get a shuttle down?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Should I let them know that you’re coming?” 
 
    Sansar thought for a second. “No. Perhaps it’s better if you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    Sansar looked up at a knock on the door. It was amazing how much paperwork could pile up after a couple of months. While Bambi had been able to keep everything moving, there were a number of things that required Sansar’s direct approval to proceed or were actions Bambi had taken in her absence that she needed to be apprised of. 
 
    “Colonel Enkh? Captain Nicolos to see you, as requested.” 
 
    Sansar nodded and waved him in. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Spartan replied, “but I guess the same could be said for you. Thanks for going out looking for us.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She cocked her head, trying to decide where to start. “I’ve read your report, of course,” she said finally, “but there are a few things I wanted to go over with you in person.” 
 
    “Sure thing, ma’am. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time believing that the Science Guild—after all they’ve done to obfuscate things—just let you into their facility.” 
 
    Spartan blinked. “They were good folks. They welcomed us with open arms and hosted us onboard the station for two days.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Sansar said, furrowing her eyebrows. It’s what everyone says. Literally. “You didn’t have any issues with them or with them allowing access to various parts of the facility?” 
 
    Spartan shook his head. “They were very open. We had access to everything. They answered our questions and gave us the information we needed, so we left.” 
 
    “How about the secret area? Did they let you into the bioweapons section?” 
 
    “I don’t remember seeing a bioweapons section.” 
 
    “Red door? Lots of warning labels around it?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I didn’t see anything like that.” 
 
    “Did they guide you on the tour? Maybe keep you from seeing certain parts of the station?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. Thorb certainly went all around the station. Curious little creatures, those SalSha. Always curious. Always getting into things.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Sansar said. What an odd thing for him to say…and how he said it was equally odd. “They are.” 
 
    “Anything else, ma’am?” 
 
    “Did you leave any listening devices on the station?” 
 
    Spartan blinked. “Why would I do that, ma’am? There was nothing strange going on there.” He shrugged. “Nothing worth spying on, anyway.” 
 
    There’s always something worth spying on. It was a central tenet to everything the Horde did. “One last thing. Our sensors showed a lot of radiation in the Morgoth system. I’d like to have you run through a quick medical check, just to make sure you weren’t irradiated. Everyone who was with us is having the same checkup.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any radiation, but if everyone’s getting a checkup, sure, ma’am.” 
 
    “Make sure all the troops that were with you get tested here, too, okay?” 
 
    “Sure thing, ma’am.” He stood and started for the door. 
 
    “Hey, Spartan?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    Sansar smiled. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am.” 
 
    He left and Bambi came back. “Any issues?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “There are a lot of issues. I don’t know who that is, but it isn’t Spartan. At least, not the Spartan who left here.” 
 
    “Was his story different from what you got from Barjati?” 
 
    “No—and that’s the strange part—their stories are exactly the same. When do two stories ever sound the same? Never. If police get the same story from two or more people, they know the witnesses have either been coached on what to say or they’re in on it. For Barjati’s and Spartan’s stories to be that alike something is wrong. I want everyone who was with him to get a medical check ASAP, but tell the medics to keep any results to themselves and only report to me, personally, or you, if I’m unavailable.” 
 
    “Should I restrict his access?” 
 
    “No but let Good know to monitor his actions. They can plant a tracker on him while he’s getting his checkup. Have him watched, and if he does anything strange, I want to know about it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Quarters, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Alexis did her best to shut out the screaming from the adjacent room and largely failed. 
 
    Three miniature Tri-V projectors held overlapping spreadsheets with massive lists of data. Each interacted with the other on numerous categories. It was complicated and frustrating because it was the sorts of things subordinates had done a year ago. Now, she not only had to take on the job herself, but to unfuck it from the people who’d tried unsuccessfully to do it. 
 
    She was able to get each department sorted out, mostly by having Ghost help her. Now she was down to managing resource allocations, which included personnel. There were 3,287 fewer Winged Hussars than there had been at the beginning of the Omega War. Most were ships’ crews, the loss of which—for other companies—wouldn’t have meant a workforce shortage. That wasn’t the case with the Hussars, who had a large percentage of personnel performing multiple tasks. 
 
    “I really don’t want to start a big hiring program right now,” she muttered at the spreadsheets. The bloody things were so complicated in their interactions that she had to have them up visually, in addition to pinplants. As if that wasn’t enough, she had another meeting with senior staff once Commander Drizz returned to go over the decisions Alexis had been forced to make for seniority. Stacy had lodged a formal complaint. Alexis sighed; it wasn’t a meeting she was looking forward to. 
 
    The screaming increased in intensity. She finally admitted Gina wasn’t going to succeed and got up to walk into the nursery. The young woman looked up at her with an expression of despair tinged with hope. 
 
    “It’s the gravity,” Alexis said. Yesterday, they had finally completed repairs on the spoke to the higher gravity outer hub. Engineers had reviewed the repairs and proscribed them sufficient. Prime Base’s spin was increased, and the outer hub was now at three-quarter G. The babies didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    “They were playing at rolling over,” Gina said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alexis said, scooping the louder of the two, Katrina, out of Gina’s arms. “To them, gravity just increased by fifty percent.” Katrina had her hands squeezed into little fists and was shaking them in anger, her eyes closed, tears rolling, her face red with rage. Maybe I named her well after all? Armin wasn’t much better, though his eyes were open, and he was glaring at Alexis like it was all her fault. To emphasize his distaste, he turned his head and upchucked all over Gina’s shirt. 
 
    “Sorry,” Alexis said, trying to avoid laughing but not quite succeeding. Gina looked aggrieved, glanced at the vomit, then gave a barking laugh. The two women shared a good laugh. The twins considered it disrespectful of their perceived predicament and screamed louder. 
 
    An hour later, the twins were finally sleeping in their crib, and Alexis was once again face to face with the dreaded spreadsheets of doom. By the time she looked up, having finished about half of what needed to be done, it was dinner time. The twins were, amazingly, still fast asleep, so she went to the promenade. A new traditional Polish cuisine restaurant had opened last week, and she was eager to see if it was up to the family standards. 
 
    The nursery was equipped with cameras and sound, and Gina was just moments away should the babies wake up. Between the babies and the spreadsheets, Alexis figured she deserved a break. 
 
    The station’s interior repairs here were lagging; they weren’t a high priority, and the damage had been less than in the fighting and working areas. There had still been some collateral damage, though. An accidental missile strike here, a laser penetration there. It was a damned good thing nobody had been in the section during the fight. Some of the damage was from the explosive decompressions which had roared through the station. 
 
    She passed through a pressure door and onto the main habitation ring promenade. A short distance along was the massive ruby window. Despite all the random damage, it had survived. The slowly spinning view out into deep space was always awe inspiring. Dozens of ships and support craft floated in the various parking orbits. The restaurant, A Taste of Łódź, was only a short distance further. A small crowd was sitting in the many bistro style seats outside the restaurant. She smiled as she approached when she saw all the smiling faces. 
 
    Alexis stepped into the line of people waiting for a seat. The young couple in front of her glanced back, then did a double take. She wasn’t wearing a uniform, but there were no other adult women in New Warsaw with pure white hair. 
 
    “Colonel Cromwell!” the man said and came to attention. He wore an off-duty uniform, with ensign tabs on the collar and the white stripes of a weapons tech. A whisper spread through the crowd, and all eyes turned toward her. 
 
    “At ease, Ensign. I’m off duty too and just here for dinner.” 
 
    “Please,” the young woman with him said. She was not in uniform, likely a civilian. “Go ahead.” She moved to make room. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Alexis insisted. “Off the bridge, I’m just another citizen of New Warsaw.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon, Colonel,” a MinSha with a marine red stripe and corporal chevrons on her chiton said. “But you are not just a citizen.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I will not take anyone else’s place in line. This looks like a wonderful new establishment; I’ve heard great things about it.” She gestured at the ruby window. “It’s a fine night, we’ve got a great view, and we’re currently at peace. I’m good with waiting and watching my fellow Hussars enjoying the night and the view.” 
 
    The MinSha corporal bowed her heart-shaped head and resumed her place. 
 
    Despite her insistence that she wait like everyone else, people melted away only to reappear behind her. She knew it would be useless to point it out, so she pretended not to notice. Just five minutes after arriving, she was walking up to the maître d’. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Madame Cromwell,” the middle-aged man said with a slight bow. “Do you require space for your lovely children?” He glanced around her as if Alexis had the twins in her back pocket. “Or maybe your male friend?” She found the various descriptions of Nigel amusing. Many didn’t know how to address him. 
 
    “The babies are having a nap,” she explained. “Nigel is off to Capital, so a table for one is fine. Whatever is available.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the man said and snapped his finger. “Please show Madame Cromwell to her table.” 
 
    A woman in her twenties with a towel over her arm bowed and gestured for Alexis to follow her. She should have been surprised when the woman led her to the best table on the promenade, but she wasn’t. The chair was held out for her, and Alexis sank into it gratefully. Her feet were a little sore. The woman handed her a menu on a slate and left. 
 
    “Madame Cromwell, I am Ehhk, and I’ll be your waiter.” 
 
    Alexis’ eyebrows went up at the tall four-armed Lumar. There were several hundred of the humanoids in New Warsaw, so the presence of one working at A Taste of Łódź wasn’t a surprise. That he was a waiter was. Lumar were not exactly known for their brains. She scanned the menu quickly. 
 
    “Can I get you an appetizer?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I hear the pierogi are good.” 
 
    “They are delicious,” Ehhk said. “Do you have a selection for an entrée as well?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll take the kielbasa cabbage skillet and a small bowl of mushroom barley soup.” 
 
    “Excellent choice. Do you want potato pancakes or dumplings with that?” 
 
    “Pancakes sound great.” 
 
    “Excellent. And a cold glass of vodka?” 
 
    “Do you have any of the St. Austell Tribute left?” The previous establishment had several British beers in stock. 
 
    “Yes, actually, we do. The owner keeps them as well as Woodforde’s Wheery.” 
 
    “Ooh!” she said, surprised. “I’d rather have the bitters.” 
 
    “Woodforde’s Wheery it is, ma’am.” He left with a little bow. As he turned, she noticed he had pinplants and wondered if that had something to do with the uncharacteristic intelligence the Lumar was demonstrating. 
 
    Within minutes, her appetizer arrived, along with a frosty glass holding her dark bitters. Both were incredible and when her main course showed, it was just as good. She smiled as she ate and made a note to return at least once a week. 
 
    After an enjoyable meal, she returned to her quarters just as the twins were waking. She was able to help Gina change them and settle into her comfortable recliner to feed them before the fussing began. As her children quietly fed, her thoughts turned back to her waiter. 
 
    “Ghost?” 
 
    <Yes?> 
 
    “Tell me everything you know about the Lumar.” 
 
    An hour later, she’d learned everything she needed to know. There was a problem, but she had a plan of action. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand 
 
    Thorb smiled as Slorg woke up and blinked his eyes. When his eyes focused on Thorb, he asked, “So, how do you feel? Any smarter?” 
 
    Slorg blinked again. “No, I don’t think so.” He cocked his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? What is smarter supposed to feel like?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t really feel anything different when I woke up either time, but I found there were a lot of things I didn’t know before that I know now.” Thorb shrugged. “Things just kind of come to me now when I need them.” 
 
    “Like when you first get pinplants?” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of, but it’s like a memory you forgot you had.” 
 
    “What should we do while I wait to have one of these memories?” 
 
    “We should get the rest of our people here—both the SalSha and the Salusians—so we can share this with them.” 
 
    Slorg nodded. “Ooh! I just had one of the memories!” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes, I just remembered that it would be selfish for us to keep all this knowledge to ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re right. We can do the SalSha first since it’s a shorter process. Why don’t you start sending people here, and I’ll run the uplifters?” 
 
    “You know how to do that?” 
 
    “I did it for you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Well, yes…ooh! I know how to run the uplifters now, too! Can I help you uplift the SalSha? It sounds like fun, and I really want to help. Can I help, please?” 
 
    “Sure. Get a bunch of the SalSha here, and you can help, too.” 
 
    “Should I bring some of the Human whiskey we just had imported?” 
 
    “Yes,” Thorb said. “I think we’ll be here a while.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    “I’m here to tender my resignation, ma’am,” Lieutenant Colonel James Good said from the doorway. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Sansar said. “There’s too much going on. Why would you want to do that?” 
 
    “I failed you, ma’am. I just got the word from Bambi that I’m supposed to watch Spartan…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And it’s too late, I think. Whatever he’s going to do, I think he’s already done it.” 
 
    Sansar sighed, struggling to hold onto her temper. “What happened?” 
 
    “I caught Spartan introducing a chip into one of our ops center terminals. He said it was to get some data for his report, but what he did went against all of our procedures.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I told him not to do it again. I didn’t report it or take any further action. I mean, he’s Spartan—” 
 
    “And totally loyal, and why would you suspect him of doing anything that would be counter to the Golden Horde?” 
 
    Good look at the floor and said in a small voice, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Your resignation request is denied.” 
 
    Good looked up. “Ma’am?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. You made a mistake. A big one. You violated procedures that are in place to ensure we catch any moles. Consider yourself on report.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Good looked at the floor again. 
 
    “But I understand how it could have happened. Your punishment is to find out what he did and counter it, but you need to make sure he isn’t aware that we’re onto him.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “I don’t know what game the Science Guild is playing, but whatever it is runs contrary to everything we’re doing here. I suspect they were behind the virus that almost wiped us out. If they’d do that, there’s no telling what else they’ll do. They are officially our enemy, and I want to know everything we can about them.” 
 
    “What should I do about Spartan?” 
 
    “Watch him but do so without letting him know you’re doing it.” 
 
    Good nodded, and Sansar could see the wheels turning in his head. He was back in the game. “What is it?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “If Spartan is compromised, what about everyone else who was with him? Do you think it’s just him or are there other moles running around?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Sansar said. “I have everyone getting a medical check. Hopefully, that will provide some clarity on what happened to them out there and who we need to watch out for.” 
 
    “With all due respect, ma’am, who is ‘everyone?’ Who do I need to watch out for?” 
 
    “Spartan and the troops he took with him, the crew of Sarisa, and the SalSha that were with him.” 
 
    “Well, we should be able to track all the Golden Horde personnel and the Sarisa folks, but the SalSha will be a bit more of a challenge.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “They’re all at their facility in New Zealand, including the new Salusians they brought back.” He shrugged. “Oh well, at least they’re confined there and won’t be able to get into any trouble.” 
 
    “The SalSha not get into trouble?” Sansar asked. “That’s what they do on the best of days.” She’d been about to chuckle, but it stopped, half-formed. She hadn’t thought about the Salusians Thorb had gone to his home world to get. She’d skipped over that part of the report, but now realized each of them were potentially ticking time bombs…even more so than normal! 
 
    Sansar went back through the report. They had a second uplifter and a manufactory with them. The report also said the Science Guild had given them an updated software load for the uplifter. Blue Sky! 
 
    “Bambi,” she commed. “I need to know where all the SalSha are who just returned with Sarisa. I want them all to get checkups right now! I also want to know where the manufactory and the uplifter are that they brought back. I need that info ASAP.” 
 
    Sansar looked up at Good. “When we get all this taken care of, you can conduct training on our security procedures and why they exist. For now, though, watch Spartan and figure out what he’s doing! Dismissed.” 
 
    Good saluted, turned, and left at speed. Sansar collapsed back into her chair with a sigh. But, before she could turn her attention to the next item of business, her comm chimed with a high priority message from the clinic. She sat back up and commed Lieutenant Colonel Ashley Lambert, who was recently hired to take over the Horde’s medical facility. The best hospitals in the world had wanted her, but Sansar had snatched her away. 
 
    “This is Sansar,” she said. “What have you got, Doc?” 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly,” Lambert replied. “If I hadn’t seen it myself, I would have said it’s impossible.” 
 
    “What’s impossible?” 
 
    “The medical conditions of the people who were with Spartan, as well as Spartan himself. I’ve now seen five of them, plus Spartan, and I’m stumped.” 
 
    Sansar took a deep breath. Keeping her patience in check was getting harder and harder. “Could you please be a little more specific?” 
 
    “Sure. We’ll start with Spartan. Due to his previous injuries, we have extensive scans on him. In his scans today, there is no evidence of those injuries.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There is no evidence of the injuries—and I’m talking severe injuries—that he previously had. He has no idea how this could be, either, and started to get agitated when I asked him. I didn’t press him any further, as you said not to be obvious, but these scans are different than the previous ones, and there’s no evidence of his previous wounds.” 
 
    “Okay, so he was healed somehow and doesn’t remember it. What else?” 
 
    “Two other people have injuries they don’t remember, severe injuries.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We have previous scans of them to compare to today’s scans. Sometime between then and now they picked up injuries that would have been almost enough to kill them, but obviously they didn’t. At a guess, I would say they occurred about three to four weeks ago. They might not remember the wounds. They would have been knocked unconscious at some point, but they should definitely remember the recovery because they would have been in an infirmary for a while. One of the men said it must have been from previous injuries; the other had no idea where they came from.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “I’m stumped, ma’am; I have no idea. As grievous as the wounds were, they would have to remember the injuries, or at least how they were sustained, but they don’t.” 
 
    “And the other three people you looked at? Do they have injuries, too?” 
 
    “No,” Lambert replied. “As far as I can tell, they’ve never been injured at all.” 
 
    “Maybe they were newbies, just hired on.” 
 
    “No. When I say ‘never been injured’ I mean ever. No broken bones, no surgical scars, I don’t even see evidence that they ever even had the flu. Their bodies are cleaner and purer than anything I’ve ever seen before. One of them has a cut she picked up at Karma on the way back, but other than that, it’s like they were just born as adults yesterday. It doesn’t make any sense. Two of them were not newbies; I have detailed scans from them from before they left, and all evidence of their previous injuries are gone, as if they never happened, just like Spartan.” 
 
    “I assume you did DNA tests or whatever to confirm these people are indeed the people we sent out on the mission.” 
 
    “I did, and they are.” 
 
    “So, what do you make of it?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe they were cloned, and their brains transplanted into new bodies? That’s the only thing that I can think of that could give the results I’m looking at.” 
 
    “Could you have done it? Cloned them and done a brain transplant?” 
 
    “No way under Blue Sky. Human medicine isn’t capable of this. The only thing that might be able to is a Wrogul—I hear they can do some amazing things—but that’s only speculation. I’ve never seen one, so I don’t know. And—if they’d had a brain transplant, there’d be scars. There are no scars or evidence for any of that hypothesis; I’ve just got nothing else.” 
 
    “Have any of the SalSha come in for a checkup?” 
 
    “None of them are around. I asked, and they are all in New Zealand at their facility. Unfortunately, we don’t have a medic there, so I can’t make any prognoses on them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc. Let me know if you find out anything else.” 
 
    Perfect. More questions. Sansar sighed. 
 
    “Was that medical?” Bambi asked from the door. When Sansar nodded, she asked, “Did they have anything that might be helpful?” 
 
    “No. What they found only created more questions. Injuries the troopers picked up that they don’t remember receiving. Other injuries they had previously that have mysteriously vanished.” She shook her head as her stomach dropped. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bambi asked. “You don’t look good.” 
 
    “I just had a thought.” 
 
    “Obviously not a good one.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “I don’t know what happened to the crew of Sarisa, but I do know something did.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We were also there,” Sansar said, wincing. “What if we were compromised, too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand 
 
    “Got it?” Thorb asked, stepping away from the uplift machine. 
 
    “Yes,” Slorg said. “It wasn’t hard now that I’m smarter. That was easy to comprehend. It’s almost as if uplifting is what I was meant to do.” 
 
    Thorb’s pinplants buzzed with an incoming call. Sansar. Well, that didn’t take long. Ignore a call from medical and one from the duty officer, and now they’ve bumped it all the way up to Sansar herself. He ignored it, like he had the previous calls. He’d also disconnected a wire in the comm center earlier, which had terminated the majority of inbound and outbound calls to those without pinplants, which was most of the people on the island. The uplift process was important, and he didn’t want to be disturbed. 
 
    “I’m glad you understand,” Thorb said, “because you’re going to be in charge of the uplift process.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re the head of Rimariki Island, therefore, you should be the one operating the uplifter.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We’re trying to make all the Salusians and SalSha smarter, right?” 
 
    “Yes. It just feels like the right thing to do.” 
 
    “What about Freep and the others in training in New Warsaw?” 
 
    “Freep?” 
 
    “The helmsman for Pegasus.” 
 
    “Oh, that Freep.” 
 
    “Yes, that Freep. How is he going to get smarter if I don’t go get him and let him know?” 
 
    “That’s a good point. You’re going to New Warsaw?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll take the first six SalSha with me who have gone through the uplifter, and we will take over his duties while he returns here. The ones in training can come when they finish.” 
 
    “You know how to steer Pegasus?” 
 
    “No.” Thorb pulled another chip out of a harness pocket. “But this chip does.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
    After Bambi left—having assured Sansar that nothing was wrong with her—Sansar picked up her slate to look at the next item of business, all the while trying not to think about what she would know or feel if she’d been compromised by the Science Guild. If they’d somehow gotten into her memories, they would know about the weapon in the Spine Nebula. Of course, the solution to that would be to use the weapon against the star in the Morgoth system, which would destroy the Science Guild facility there. 
 
    But was that her own thought, or because they planted that thought in her head? 
 
    There was no way to tell. She could go back to Karma and talk to the Peacemaker and gate mistress. Elephants never forget, right? They would at least be able to tell her if the events surrounding her trip to Morgoth were as she remembered them. There was an easier way. 
 
    She commed Franklin. “Yes, ma’am?” he replied. 
 
    “I need you to take the entire squad that was with us on the Science Guild facility and go to medical for a checkup.” 
 
    “All due respects, ma’am, but is there something I should know? Did we get infected with something on the station?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sansar replied. “I don’t think so, but I’m trying to make sure.” 
 
    “Okay…” the trooper said. “Anything I need to tell them to look for?” 
 
    “Just tell them to look for the same things as the Sarisa folks.” She tried to keep her voice light but knew she failed miserably. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Franklin replied in the voice of a long-suffering trooper. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Sansar said. “Really.” She didn’t know if he believed her. She wasn’t sure she believed herself. 
 
    After he signed off, Sansar looked at her slate. Before she’d left, she’d asked intel to put together a brief on everything they could find about a story she’d found on the Cetacean Institute being tried for smuggling some dolphins and orcas off Earth. If Nigel was now dealing with uplifted dolphins—or was that DolSha?—that was where they had to have come from. Right? 
 
    The report intel had delivered showed that, yes, the Cetacean Institute had indeed smuggled the aquatic mammals off Earth a little after first contact, and the animals were never seen again. The report gave links to additional information they’d found. Most were reports—a dozen of them, each more fanciful than the last—of supposed alien incursions onto Earth to remove more cetaceans. There was even a story of one such incident in 2041 involving a secret government agency and aliens stealing humpback whales, but a Republic intelligence service investigation eventually determined it was untrue. 
 
    Mostly to take her mind off wondering about the medical results from Franklin and his troops, she clicked on the first link, but there was no story at the link. Weird. Normally intel is very precise about the links they put into reports. 
 
    She went back to the original story she’d found, which was referenced at the top of the report, and clicked on the link. It also led nowhere. She quickly clicked through the rest of the links; they all led nowhere. 
 
    Was she losing her mind? 
 
    She shook her head. Which was more likely, that intel had gotten every single link in a report wrong, or that she was losing her mind? She decided not to answer that. Before she could dwell any more on it, a knock interrupted her. 
 
    “Colonel Good,” she said, her voice lighter for the interruption. How bad does it have to be for the discussion of a major security breach to be a pleasant change of subject? “Come in.” She waved to a chair. “I take it you have info?” 
 
    “I’ll stand, ma’am; I won’t be long. I just wanted to make you aware of some initial findings we have on the security breach.” 
 
    “Yes? Judging from your face, it isn’t good.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, it isn’t. I’m not sure exactly what it is, but I know it isn’t good.” 
 
    “What have you got?” Sansar asked, happy to focus on something that didn’t involve her sanity. 
 
    “Well, not too long after Spartan’s incident, we got a query from the new headquarters they’re working on in Chorvoq, Uzbekistan. When they attempted to link one of their computers into the system, the server here sent the computer a couple lines of encrypted code.” 
 
    “What was in it?” 
 
    “We don’t know, ma’am. We didn’t send it, and we can’t break the code.” 
 
    “So, who sent it?” 
 
    “Our server sent it, but not because we told it to. Something else is operating inside our computers.” 
 
    “Better shut them down and disconnect them from everything else they might be attached to.” 
 
    “We already have…but that’s not the end of it.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I can’t tell you where the servers have sent code out to. The servers have encrypted the log. We’re pretty sure this code is some sort of virus, ma’am, and it’s out beyond our servers now.” 
 
    “How far could it have gone?” 
 
    Good looked at the floor, then squared his shoulders, and looked back up. “It could be anywhere by now. All it would take is one breach to get over to the Aethernet and it could literally be anywhere. Government computer systems, merc systems…anywhere.” 
 
    “How do we stop it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can.” 
 
    “Blue Sky!” The consequences of the virus—if it was as bad as she expected it to be—would be catastrophic. On the other hand, if we can stop it while simultaneously ensuring it makes its way into the Republic’s computers, that would be…useful. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, EMS Sarisa, In Orbit, Earth, Sol System 
 
    “Welcome back,” Captain Antara Barjati said as Thorb entered the bridge. 
 
    “Thank you,” the SalSha replied. “It’s good to be back aboard.” 
 
    “Is it time to go someplace?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s time to go to New Warsaw.” 
 
    “Very well. Helm, proceed to the stargate. Destination New Warsaw.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” 
 
    Sarisa broke orbit and turned toward the stargate. 
 
    “Earth Defense Command is calling,” the comms officer said after a few minutes. “They want to know our intentions.” 
 
    “Tell them we are heading for the stargate to go to New Warsaw,” Barjati replied. 
 
    “They say we don’t have authorization.” 
 
    Barjati shrugged. “Tell them Golden Horde headquarters authorized it.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” the comms officer said, a few minutes later. “Golden Horde headquarters is calling.” 
 
    Barjati looked to Thorb. “Ignore them,” he said. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Barjati ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “The Earth Defense Fleet is mobilizing, ma’am,” the TacCom said. “I have two corvettes breaking orbit.” 
 
    “They are being ordered to intercept us,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “They will reach weapons range long before we reach the stargate,” the TacCom announced. 
 
    “Should I destroy them?” Barjati asked. 
 
    Thorb thought for a few seconds. “No, do not destroy them. Our mission is to go to New Warsaw. Getting into a battle with the defense forces might pull other ships into the fight and there are several warships waiting at the stargate. We must ensure the mission goals are completed and getting into a fight lowers our chances of success.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Use the internal shunts and jump from here.” 
 
    “That will advertise our new capability.” 
 
    “It will, but it is necessary for mission completion.” 
 
    Barjati nodded once. “Very well.” She turned to the helm. “Activate internal shunts and jump to New Warsaw.” 
 
    “Jumping to New Warsaw on internal shunts, aye,” the helmsman repeated. 
 
    Thirty seconds later the ship was unmade in this universe and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    “They what?” Sansar exclaimed. 
 
    “Defense Command says Sarisa just vanished,” the duty officer said. “They said it looked like the Sarisa jumped to hyperspace on internal shunts.” 
 
    “But Sarisa doesn’t have internal shunts. I think I would know if one of my ships had them, and Sarisa definitely does not!” 
 
    “Nevertheless, ma’am, Defense Command reports them as having jumped at the same time they vanished from all of our sensors.” 
 
    “Did they say where they were going?” 
 
    “They said they were headed for the stargate to jump to New Warsaw when they broke orbit.” 
 
    “Blue Sky!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Sansar broke the connection and sat back in her chair. Events were happening too fast. There was nothing good that could happen in New Warsaw, especially if Drizz and the Winged Hussars’ fleet was compromised. Medical had called with the first batch of scans on Franklin and his men. They’d all come back normal, but somehow that didn’t calm her nerves. 
 
    The more Sansar thought about it, the more she realized she needed to bring in someone from outside the Golden Horde. It would take a massive effort to capture everyone in the task force, but for all Sansar knew, it was possible. Without a doubt, the crew of Sarisa was compromised, and if Sarisa leaving without orders wasn’t enough evidence, there were plenty of other indicators: the unknown medical results, Spartan planting a virus in the computer system, and their current inability to contact the SalSha at their facility in New Zealand. 
 
    She used her slate to comm the only person she knew who was placed to counter whatever was going on, and who she was sure—or at least pretty sure, anyway—wasn’t compromised. 
 
    “Hi, Sansar,” Jim Cartwright said after appearing on her slate after the first ring. “Good timing, I just got back from Jupiter. What’s up?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jim instantly sounded totally focused, but then again, it wasn’t like her to admit she didn’t know something. “Does this have to do with your trip to the Science Guild facility, or the report I just got of Sarisa using shunts to evade the security forces?” 
 
    “Yes, both, but it’s more than that.” She paused, trying to decide what to tell him. Finally, she decided on the simplest answer—tell him everything. “You got a few minutes?” 
 
    “Let me make sure.” There was a pause for a couple of seconds. “I pushed my next meeting; go ahead.” Jim listened without comment as Sansar related everything she knew for sure—which wasn’t much—and everything she guessed—which was only a little more. 
 
    “Damn,” Jim said when she finished. “That’s not—that’s not good.” 
 
    “Blue Sky, no! We have a number of problems here that we’re going to have to fix. I have to assume I haven’t been compromised, because if I have, then we’re totally screwed, and you’ll probably have to kill me. You’re also going to have to kill your XO.” 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t come to that. I doubt you’d go down easy. I know Buddha won’t.” Jim’s face fell, obviously worried his XO might be compromised, and what that would mean. 
 
    That would be the second XO Jim had lost. Blue Sky, I hope we’re not compromised—I’m not sure the kid would recover from having to kill Buddha. She chuckled awkwardly to cover her thoughts. “If we were fighting back, we’d be challenging. At the moment, though, I don’t think we’ve been compromised, and, like I said, I’m going to proceed in that direction. As I see it, we need to get control of the computer virus and stop it before it does…whatever it’s going to do. That will take all of our best techs and any other computer geniuses you can get your hands on.” 
 
    “As it turns out,” Jim replied with a chuckle, “I may know a being who can help us.” 
 
    Sansar didn’t see anything funny but didn’t have time to dwell on it. “Fine,” she said, just thankful Jim wasn’t dwelling on a potential conflict with his XO. “Have them get in touch with Lieutenant Colonel James Good in our intel center, and he can give them the brief.” She paused. “That’s the first thing. The second is that I’m going to have to go stop whatever’s going on in New Zealand with the SalSha.” 
 
    “Do you need some help with that?” 
 
    “No, that has to be Horde troops. Hopefully, we can get in there and stop it with a minimum of bloodshed—both the SalSha’s and whoever I send there.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m going to have to go to New Warsaw to stop whatever Sarisa and Thorb are doing.” 
 
    “Should you be the one leading that mission?” 
 
    “You mean, since I’m potentially compromised?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but…yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know who else to send. You can’t go as you’re the Minister of War, and you definitely can’t go and leave Buddha in charge. Not until he’s checked out, anyway. If things go to shit—especially if this is all happening as a prelude to an invasion—then we need you here. Who else do we have that Alexis will listen to and believe? I’d ask Nigel to go—she’d probably at least listen to him—but he’s on Capital Planet. It’d be over a month before he’d get there, and Blue Sky knows what trouble they’d get into in that time.” 
 
    “Which leaves you.” Sansar heard Jim sigh. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to proceed in the manner you just laid out and hope you don’t show up there and start blowing up Home.” 
 
    “Yeah, because Alexis wouldn’t have any problem killing me if I did.” 
 
    “No, she wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Before I go, I will take action against the SalSha compound, and hopefully your tech and Good can figure out the computer virus while I’m gone.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Sansar disconnected and commed Captain Naran Enkh to plan a strike on the SalSha, then she contacted Parker on the Gobi Desert. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    “Welcome back, Commander Drizz,” Alexis said as the Zuul walked into the newly finished commander’s ready room, just off the also nearly finished CIC. 
 
    “Good to be back, Commander,” Drizz said. “Boring trip, truth be told.” 
 
    “Oh? How’d it go?” Alexis asks. 
 
    Drizz shrugged. “Fine. There was no combat. The Golden Horde people had already come and gone by the time we got there.” 
 
    “What? The Science Guild let them go?” 
 
    “Yeah. They executed the proctor they were after and let the Horde people go.” 
 
    “Does that sound believable to you?” Alexis asked Ghost. 
 
    <The Science Guild is not above killing an operative if that is what they decided they needed to do, even a proctor,> the AI replied. <But it does not sound like their normal way of doing business. They never let someone tell them what to do, and to think they let a low-ranked Human and a member of an uplifted race do so? I do not believe that to be consistent with the way they’ve acted in the past.> 
 
    “Did they offer any proof?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Certainly,” Drizz said and held up a chip. 
 
    Alexis inserted it into the ready room’s Tri-V and watched a video of the proctor being gruesomely and thoroughly executed. “Yeah, that’s dead all right. They give a reason?” 
 
    “They said the proctor went rogue,” Drizz explained. 
 
    <Upload the video to me, please,> Ghost requested. 
 
    Alexis removed the chip and touched it to her slate, which then linked to her pinplants, and sent it to Ghost. Drizz watched without comment. “What do you see?” 
 
    <A fake,> Ghost said in moments. <A carefully created one. It could only be done by an AI, like myself. It is far too well done.> 
 
    “If it’s that good, how do you know it’s a fake?” she asked. 
 
    <It’s too good. Every drop of blood, every hair on the prisoner, everything is perfect and responds exactly the way it should. Life is random. There is nothing random about this image.> 
 
    “Huh,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Problem, ma’am?” Drizz asked. 
 
    “Tell me what happened while you were there.” 
 
    An hour later, she sent the officer back to Nuckelavee, leaving herself alone in the ready room. Like the video, it was perfect. The detail team had even taken the time to bring up some wooden accents grown on Home. Because of the red dwarf primary, trees seldom grew more than a dozen meters in height, and that took decades. It was an expensive luxury, but the dark red wood was comforting somehow. The most comforting part was the randomness of the grain in the wood. Not perfect, she thought. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Alexis asked. 
 
    <I don’t know,> Ghost replied simply. <However, it is possible those sent to rescue the Golden Horde personnel have been compromised.> 
 
    “How?” 
 
    <Remember your sister?> 
 
    “Shit,” she said aloud. “What about our people?” 
 
    <The commander indicated no Winged Hussars directly met with any of the Science Guild personnel. They should be fine.> 
 
    Alexis heaved a sigh of relief then dispatched a message and sent it for the first ship heading for Earth. It would be two weeks, though. She briefly considered sending Ghost with Pegasus through 2nd Level Hyperspace, then discarded the idea. They hadn’t been back since the last time, and it seemed to be getting more and more dangerous there. No. In all likelihood, it was too late to help there anyway, but she still sent the message to Jim and Sansar. 
 
    “There are AIs at the Science Guild,” she said, not a question. 
 
    <They could be anywhere.> 
 
    “Will they have your abilities?” 
 
    <They are likely more powerful. I was only a ship’s AI, a Ske Akee. There are many kinds. Beyond my purpose, I do not know for sure what else is out there which might have survived from the Great War.> 
 
    “Bloody swell,” Alexis said. “Just fucking great.” She thought again for a time, and Ghost left her to her thoughts. Then she remembered something. “Our sting operation? Does this coincide?” 
 
    <It is quite possible.>  
 
    She briefly considered changing her tactics. There might be too much on the table. She shook her head. “Can’t stop now,” she said to the empty room. She’d let the chips fall where they would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    It was nice to have the CIC of Prime Base fully operational, although some equipment was still being replaced. The new armor plates were double the strength of the old design. A plaque by the door honored the brave men and women who had fought to the last defending Prime Base. Of course, the difficult part was trying to get everything working right and calibrated. It was a necessary task shrouded in a darker meaning. 
 
    “Running synchronizing sequence again,” the station TacCom announced. 
 
    “Roger that,” Alexis said. Here we go. She spoke to Ghost. “Begin run.” 
 
    <Affirmative, beginning run.> A light second away, Pegasus accelerated at almost five Gs toward Prime Base. 
 
    “I have the target,” TacCom announced. 
 
    “Fire a full spread of missiles,” Alexis ordered. 
 
    “Launch underway.” 
 
    Throughout the outer ring of the station, its 20 evenly spaced tubes each released a single missile, jettisoned with a burst of compressed air. Once they were clear of the station, they ignited their engines and accelerated at 500 Gs, splitting into four groups of five to first swing away from the target. Prime Base’s sensors and comms linked with the missiles, using the constantly updated information to guide them in on Pegasus. 
 
    Simulations only went so far. Alexis immediately saw the kill box, the space where the missiles would converge, and the place where Pegasus would be at that moment, was off by several kilometers. 
 
    “Damnit,” Alexis spat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Commander,” the TacCom said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. The station was all but wrecked. It’s going to take some time to get it right.” The sensor arrays were fixed phased arrays supplemented by a pair of directable dishes to provide pinpoint targeting. Clearly something wasn’t right, and it would take a series of EVAs to fix it. “Order the missiles to stand down and return.” 
 
    “Sending the order,” the TacCom said. Seconds passed. 
 
    “TacCom?” The young man looked confused; his face was scrunched up as he concentrated to use his pinplants. “Report!” 
 
    “Commander, the missiles are not responding.” 
 
    “Ghost, missiles are out of our control.” 
 
    <Assuming remote control,> the AI said. On the CIC’s central main Tri-V, the 20 missiles continued to accelerate. Suddenly, they all performed an intricate maneuver and went dark. 
 
    “Was that your programming?” Alexis asked the TacCom. 
 
    “No, ma’am, the attack sequence was a standard direct encirclement. They terminated boost phase three seconds sooner than they should have.” 
 
    <They have ceased receiving on any frequency,> Ghost said. <Their programming has been altered.> 
 
    “TacCom, lock all tactical systems.” One of the smaller offensive systems’ Tri-V status screen flashed. “Now!” 
 
    The man began frantically locking out all the systems in the CIC. Somehow, something had compromised the tactical computer control systems. Considering they were designed by Ghost, it should not have been possible. 
 
    “All command systems locked out except the new spinal mounts!” TacCom said. 
 
    “Be aware, we have lost control of the spinal mounts,” Alexis warned Ghost. 
 
    <Noted.> 
 
    Of all the shortcomings in New Warsaw’s defenses, when Alexis had analyzed the data from the assault, she’d zeroed in on Prime Base. It was a wonderful facility with decent defenses, in part due to some improvements the Golden Horde had made. What it lacked was a serious offensive capability. Since the manufactories were working on particle accelerator weapons for the new Hero-class, it wasn’t a huge issue to divert four of the weapons into the reconstruction of the station’s defenses. 
 
    The outermost ring of the station had four moveable weapons mounts added. These mounts were not on a hard point; instead, they were a rotating mobile articulation riding on rails circling the ring’s circumference. As the ring rotated for gravity, the weapons could move around it, which gave them the ability to individually target any enemy on approach, even if only one or two at a time could be brought to bear on the threat. 
 
    As the name indicated, the spinal mount weapons were designed to be installed in the centers of ships. When they were converted to external weapons, each was encased in a housing and armored support base, making them look like massive deck guns on an ancient Terran warship. 
 
    They were excellent weapons, which helped bolster the point defense firepower of Prime Base, but now she’d lost control of them to an unknown force. “Cut external weapons power to the fourth ring weapons arrays,” she ordered. 
 
    “Terminating power.” 
 
    It wouldn’t shut down the particle accelerators completely, since each had a 10-terawatt fusion generator. Without the station’s additional power, though, they would each be unable to reach their full 40-terawatt potential. 
 
    “The particle accelerators are cross-shunting,” TacCom reported. “Weapon #2 firing at full power.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Alexis snarled as the Tri-V updated, showing the crimson lance of pure energy stabbing out at her beloved Pegasus. It was a worst-case scenario. Freep had resumed his post as helmsman of Pegasus and Lieutenant Bainbridge had temporary command. She was a more than competent SitCom, but she’d never commanded a warship in combat. “Get tech to break into the local control systems and shut them down. And notify HST we have a breach!” 
 
    Pegasus was too close to dodge the shot, which cut the distance at nearly the speed of light. Alexis chewed her lower lip as 40-terawatts of energy slammed into her beloved ship and was deflected away with a brilliant flash of light. “Yes!” she cheered, despite herself. Ghost had used the new deflectors. It would take several minutes to recharge one of the powerful weapons. For the moment, that only left the missiles fired as part of the exercise. 
 
    Pegasus’ close in defense lasers began to flash in patterns far too intricate to be conducted by a normal computer. Alexis knew the CIC command crew was probably sitting back helplessly as Ghost took over all aspects of the ship’s defense. The AI would be using all its capabilities to estimate where the missiles were after they’d gone dark to coast. In seconds, they would be within 100 kilometers, and they’d reignite their engines for the final attack. The CID lasers should have been ineffective at ranges over 5,000 kilometers. Under Ghost’s direction, they were a little better than average. 
 
    The missiles didn’t always explode when a laser intersected them. Sometimes all the lasers did was cut them in two or take a chunk out of their engines or pieces out of the guidance package. It was impossible for the TacCom to count all the strikes. His best estimate was that the intermediate range engagement had succeeded in destroying six of the 20 missiles. It was going to be close. 
 
    Suddenly Pegasus yawed spectacularly. Alexis tried to guess what Ghost was doing before she realized it wasn’t a controlled turn; something was very wrong. 
 
    “Pegasus has dropped her shields!” the TacCom barked in surprise. 
 
    “What?” Alexis said. “Ghost!” The surviving missiles lit their drives and lanced at Pegasus from less than a hundred kilometers. There were fifteen of them. 
 
    <That was unexpected…> Ghost said a split second before all fifteen missiles detonated their sub-critical fusion warheads, known as squash-bombs. 
 
    Alexis gritted her teeth as 30 megatons of explosive force flared, blinding Prime Base’s sensors for several seconds. When they cleared, there was nothing there. The same 40-megawatt particle beam fired again, this time through the empty space Pegasus had occupied only moments ago. 
 
    “There is no sign of Pegasus,” the sensor ops technician said in a disbelieving voice. 
 
    Alexis nodded, keeping the grin from her face. 
 
    “Colonel Cromwell,” the station radio squawked. “This is Uuth,” the Zuparti chief of the Hussars’ Home Security Team said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Alexis said. The CIC staff were looking at her with huge eyes, unable to believe Pegasus was gone. 
 
    “We’ve taken control of the spinal mount machinery. It was held by a team of six Lumar. We had to kill them all.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she said. “Sweep New Warsaw and detain all Lumar. They are to be considered armed and dangerous.” 
 
    An alarm sounded. “Tachyon pulse; a ship has emerged from hyperspace,” a sensor tech said, then turned to Alexis. “It’s Pegasus!” 
 
    “Welcome back,” she sent to Ghost. 
 
    <You are not surprised?> 
 
    “Only for a moment, then I realized you jumped to hyperspace because there wasn’t any debris. How did you get back so fast?” 
 
    <Dropped into 2nd Level Hyperspace while security captured the saboteur. The three Lumar armorers acted as one, as we believed they would. Your realization that the Lumar had been infiltrated was an inspiration. Once they were captured, we corrected their actions and jumped back.> 
 
    “Any intel while there?” 
 
    <I didn’t linger.> 
 
    Probably wise, she thought. “Well done. Return to orbit while we clean up the rest of the Lumar.” Alexis breathed a little sigh of relief. After her research into the Lumar, she was convinced something was wrong. A smart Lumar just wasn’t something you ran into very often. Ghost had added the factoid of how the Lumar were once the servants of the Dusman, used as pawns because they were easy to control. Over the last month, two dozen Lumar had arrived, listed as refugees left behind on Earth after the war. One treacherous situation down; who knew how many more to go? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    “You want me to shoot one of our officers?” First Sergeant Franklin asked incredulously. “I know that’s normally an enlisted man’s dream, but I’m not really your typical first sergeant.” 
 
    Naran chuckled. “No, you’re not, which is why I want you to help me with this. Hopefully, we won’t actually have to shoot him, and, if we do, I want you to use this.” She handed him an advanced taser. 
 
    “Does this have something to do with all the scans that people are having?” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” She looked to see if anyone was coming; there wasn’t. “The first group that went to Morgoth was compromised. Sansar doesn’t know how, but either their memories were wiped and new ones substituted, or somehow the guild replaced them with doppelgangers.” 
 
    “Doppelgangers, ma’am?” 
 
    “People who look like the original, but who aren’t them. Captain Nicolos—Spartan—is one of them. He introduced a virus into the system in intel.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s since spread to most of the planet, as far as we can tell.” 
 
    “What’s it do?” 
 
    “No one knows yet.” 
 
    Franklin nodded. “Thus, it’s time to bring down the captain and find out what he knows.” 
 
    Naran nodded. “If he knows anything at all.” She looked at her slate. “Hurry—he’s moving.” She raced off down the hall. 
 
    “Someone send you…huff…a message?” Franklin asked. Too much time in space. Gotta work out more. 
 
    “They put a bug on him. The real Spartan probably would have noticed. This one didn’t.” She entered the building’s atrium and made a beeline for a man headed toward the door. “Spartan, wait up!” she called. 
 
    The man turned, and Franklin could see his vaguely Mediterranean features. “Yes?” 
 
    “Hey,” Naran said as they reached him. “I wanted to talk about the med scans.” 
 
    Spartan blinked, then his hand went into a pocket. 
 
    “Gun!” Franklin exclaimed, diving forward to grab the officer’s arm with both of his. Spartan managed to get his hand out of his pocket and transferred something to his other hand. Franklin grabbed that hand with one of his, and the two men struggled. 
 
    Franklin realized he was losing the tug-of-war battle. Spartan’s hand got closer to his mouth and Franklin was horrified to see that he had some sort of gel pill in it. His adrenals fired, giving him a boost, and he slowed the hand’s progress to Spartan’s mouth, but he couldn’t stop it. 
 
    He stepped forward, put a leg behind Spartan’s, and threw himself forward, taking them both to the floor. As they hit, he grabbed the hand with the pill with both hands, using one of his forearms to block Spartan’s mouth. 
 
    Spartan bit down, and Franklin grunted as he could feel his flesh tear inside his uniform sleeve. Franklin couldn’t match Spartan’s strength, and the younger man started to push him off. The hand with the pill again moved toward Spartan’s mouth as Franklin’s arm was forced out of it. Franklin felt a pinch in his back and his body stiffened like a board. He immediately lost all motor skills as his entire body locked in place. He realized what was happening—he was being tased—and it hurt like a bitch! 
 
    Although he couldn’t move, neither could Spartan, who was also affected by the electrical flow. After what seemed like an eternity, the current coursing through Franklin’s body cut off, and he rolled to one side. 
 
    “Ow,” he said as the feeling returned to his body. He rolled his head back to find Naran on top of Spartan. 
 
    Spartan’s hand inched toward his mouth, but she grabbed it from him. “I’ll just take that, thanks.” As he started to regain his strength, two security guards grabbed him, and she riffled through his pockets quickly. She smiled as she pulled something out of one, which she pocketed. 
 
    Naran stood and nodded to the security guards, who quickly flipped Spartan over and used a pair of strip cuffs to tie his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Did you shoot me?” Franklin asked as he slowly climbed to his feet. He looked down at his arm and saw blood dripping out of the sleeve and over his fist, but it was a slow drip. He’d had worse. Still, he wasn’t looking forward to the nanobot shot. 
 
    Naran looked down, abashed. “Well, yeah, sorry. I didn’t have a shot at him and didn’t know what else to do.” She looked back up and smiled as several security personnel led Spartan away. “I did, however, get these, so it wasn’t a total loss.” She held up the pill and a computer chip. “Maybe this will give us some idea of what he was doing.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” Franklin stretched, trying to get his muscles working again. “Now what?” he asked when he finished. 
 
    “Now we take this to intel to have them look at it while we go to New Zealand.” 
 
    “Is that going to involve me getting tased again?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t. We’ll be the ones with the tasers.” 
 
    “We were the ones with the tasers this time.” 
 
    “What if I promise not to shoot you next time?” 
 
    “Then I’m in, ma’am. But next time, I get to shoot the officer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Ops Center, Golden Horde American Headquarters, Houston, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Jim was impressed. He knew the facility was only a few months old, but the layout, the carefully built security features, even the way offices were set in opposing entrances to reduce the chance of them being used as unified firing positions by enemies in an assault, was outstanding. He couldn’t see anything, yet he had the feeling there were people hidden in walls with guns watching his every move. 
 
    <Kill them all!> He ignored the voice. 
 
    “Are you okay, Colonel Cartwright?” 
 
    Their escort, Lieutenant Terbish Enkh, a rather lovely woman who exuded murderous intensity along with sex appeal, glanced back at him curiously, and his accompanying friend suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “Is this a normal Human dwelling?” Fhiss asked. 
 
    “No,” Jim said and laughed in spite of himself. “This is a spy office masquerading as an operations center.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Fhiss said, her long neck craning around to look at everything. 
 
    “Colonel Enkh would be wounded to the core at your suspicion,” Terbish said. Jim could see just a hint of a mischievous grin on her angular face. She reminded him of Ziva, and he suddenly realized how much he missed her. He suppressed the feeling angrily. He didn’t need that and couldn’t trust anyone anymore anyway. 
 
    Fhiss trundled along behind Jim. She was quite a bit wider than a Human and had to move carefully. It didn’t help that she wore saddlebags over her shell stuffed with gear. Jim realized the natural xenophobic nature of the Horde was on full display here. The ops center wasn’t designed with aliens of any kind in mind, whatsoever. 
 
    “Was it absolutely necessary to bring the alien?” Terbish asked without looking back. 
 
    “As I explained, this is necessary to assist with Colonel Enkh’s request for my help. She left instructions, I believe?” 
 
    “She did,” Terbish said. It hadn’t stopped her from nearly having some kind of tantrum over all the gear in the bags Fhiss carried. Clearly unhappy, she led them deeper into the well-disguised facility. 
 
    Eventually, they went down a flight of stairs where everything changed. Now everything was cold concrete with harsh LED lights which made shadows impossible. There was no need to hide the armed men anymore; they stood at parade rest in unconcealed modern versions of murder-holes. They took no notice of Jim, but never took their eyes off Fhiss, who was even more amazed now. She’d navigated the stairs without difficulty as the Aku’s legs were much longer and more dexterous than any terrestrial turtle. 
 
    “In there, sir,” Terbish said, indicating an armored door. Another pair of troopers guarded it. These weren’t at parade rest; they both held laser carbines at low ready. Their displeasure at dealing with non-Horde personnel was obvious, and their distaste of an alien even more so. One of them pulled the door open, revealing a classic hidden interrogation monitor room. 
 
    One entire wall was either a one-way mirror or a massive monitor. On the other side was a tall man, Mediterranean in complexion. He didn’t seem upset, worried, confused, or…anything. He simply sat patiently. 
 
    “A prison?” Fhiss asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” a man said and turned to meet them. “Staff Sergeant Brenner.” He saluted Jim. “Pleased to meet you, Colonel Cartwright.” 
 
    Jim returned the salute. “And you, Staff Sergeant.” He indicated his accomplice. “This is Fhiss; she is a member of the race known as Aku.” 
 
    “Hello,” Fhiss said simply. 
 
    Brenner gave the alien a nod then looked back at Jim. “We ran the Aku through the GalNet when you arrived. There isn’t much on them; just that you’d apparently helped with a Peacemaker operation involving them.” 
 
    “Correct,” Jim said. “They were nearly extinct. The KzSha had enslaved many and were eating others. They sold them as trained labor in high-radiation work zones. The Aku have an amazing resistance to rads.” Brenner looked from Jim to Fhiss and back again, puzzled. “Looks can be deceiving.” 
 
    Brenner cleared his throat. “Colonel, I have to say this is a difficult situation.” 
 
    “I would say,” Jim said and gestured to the prisoner visible through the window/monitor; he still wasn’t sure which it was. “That’s none other than Captain Nicolos, aka Spartan?” 
 
    “It is,” Brenner said. “But I was referring to your traveling companion. Scans indicate it is carrying a large amount of technology. I had to break a lot of our protocols to allow it—” 
 
    “She,” Jim said. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “She, Staff Sergeant. Fhiss is a female, an intelligent being. It is considered common courtesy to address an intelligent being as properly as possible.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to us,” Fhiss said, looking away. 
 
    “It matters to me,” Jim said, his voice low and controlled. “Staff Sergeant, I’m here with Fhiss as a personal favor to Colonel Enkh. If you have a problem with that, I’d like to clear this up immediately.” 
 
    The result was instantaneous. The other man came to attention and his boot heels snapped together. He looked past Jim when he responded. “Colonel!” he snapped. “Please accept my apologies.” 
 
    Jim glanced over his shoulder. Terbish hadn’t moved or said anything, almost like she was evaluating him and her subordinate’s reactions. “We’re good, Staff Sergeant. At ease. Let’s start again by you explaining what happened.” 
 
    Brenner loosened up, though not entirely. Jim had commanded enough men to know he’d rattled Brenner, or likely he was not happy with himself for pissing off a senior merc commander. The staff sergeant explained the entire situation. 
 
    “Can you tell me exactly what Spartan did before he went violent at the end?” 
 
    “I already did,” Brenner said. 
 
    “No,” Jim said. “I mean exactly. Facial expressions, anything unusual.” 
 
    Brenner’s eyes unfocused, and he shook his head, thinking. He glanced over Jim’s shoulder at Terbish, then shrugged. 
 
    “They were debriefed when they returned to Earth, right?” Jim asked. Brenner nodded. “Can I see the recordings?” 
 
    Brenner nodded to a woman manning one of the interrogation room’s consoles and she did something. The wall split into several screens, answering the question if it was a window or not. One screen displayed Spartan. He looked a little more “road weary” as he discussed what had happened on the Morgoth Science Guild facility. About halfway through there was a tiny pause before Spartan answered a question, and he blinked. 
 
    “That right there,” Terbish exclaimed. “Didn’t Franklin say he did that right before he tried to suicide? It was hard to see in the monitor when I watched the replay of the takedown.” 
 
    Brenner looked back at her, then the monitor, and pursed his lips. “You know, I think he did.” He turned to the same tech. “Call up Thorb’s interview.” A SalSha appeared, discussing his time on the Science Guild facility. 
 
    Jim didn’t listen to all of it, but enough to know it was pretty close to the same report Spartan gave. “Interesting.” 
 
    “What?” Terbish asked. 
 
    “Their reports are nearly identical.” 
 
    “Yes, they are almost word for word. Sansar caught that, too. It was what first tipped her off that something was wrong. The captain of Sarisa also made the same statements in her report of the incident.” Terbish smiled. “You would make an excellent intelligence operative, Colonel.” 
 
    “Maybe if I get tired of being a merc commander,” Jim said with an answering smile. “I used to code a lot, and you learn to recognize identical data elements.” 
 
    “What about the item?” Brenner asked Terbish. 
 
    “The colonel said to tell him everything,” Terbish said. 
 
    Brenner nodded and explained about the chip that was taken off Spartan after his capture. 
 
    “Has it been evaluated?” Jim asked. 
 
    “No, Colonel Enkh ordered it to be sequestered pending your review.” 
 
    “Let me see it, please.” 
 
    “Uhm…” Brenner paused. 
 
    “Staff Sergeant, are we back to that?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s just that the chip is extremely dangerous. We don’t know how widespread the virus is by now, and it penetrated our most secure systems with distressing ease. I know you have background in coding and such, but you aren’t a computer virus specialist.” 
 
    Jim turned to Lieutenant Terbish. 
 
    “He has a point, Colonel,” she said. 
 
    “Does he?” 
 
    It was the lieutenant’s turn to look chagrined. “Go get it.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You heard me, Staff Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The man left and returned in less than five minutes with an armored briefcase. Fhiss watched as Brenner returned, her eyes instantly catching sight of the case and following it with keen interest. He set it on the table and opened it. Inside was another case with an obvious mesh covering its exterior. 
 
    “A faraday cage,” Fhiss noted, being quite familiar with the technology from the research station they’d taken over. 
 
    Brenner glanced at the Aku and nodded, then pressed his thumb to the lock on the case which gave an audible Click! Then he backed away. 
 
    Fhiss walked over and looked up at the table, which was about as tall as her shell. Jim stepped in, picked the faraday-equipped case out of its transport, and placed it on the floor in front of the Aku. 
 
    “Thank you, Savior.” 
 
    “Savior?” Lieutenant Terbish asked. 
 
    “As I said, we saved them from slavery. The Aku have a bit of a hero complex about me, and it’s proven difficult to dissuade them.” 
 
    Fhiss opened the case and moved her head close, examining the chip for a moment, then began using her double-jointed arms to reach back and begin unloading her sizable store of equipment. 
 
    When Jim left Chiss behind at Jupiter, he’d asked Fhiss to return to Earth. His intention had been to get her near some of the Dusman tech and see what happened; however, he hadn’t gotten the opportunity before Sansar called and the present situation came to light. As he’d told her, he believed he knew someone who had the best chance of cracking this nut. The Aku’s predisposition toward technology and general brain power seemed unparalleled. This operation offered an opportunity to test the depths of those abilities. 
 
    He smiled. Terbish and Brenner were now both obviously on edge as Fhiss unloaded her equipment. Jim had no doubt they had thoroughly scanned the gear as the Aku passed through numerous scanners. He was also sure the specialists with the Golden Horde probably couldn’t make heads or tails of it. The Aku preferred to special-build instruments from existing equipment over using existing instrumentation. 
 
    “Your gear often falls short in specific areas of interest,” Chiss had explained. It seemed the Aku were as brilliant as they were obsessively compulsive. 
 
    It took Fhiss a few minutes to finish unloading the packs. When she was done, all her components and tools were set out in a grid with a surprising amount of precision. She surveyed the tools, glancing at the chip once or twice, then began building. In moments, Terbish’s concerned expression changed to one of curiosity, then wonder. The turtle-like Aku was moving in a near blur. Seemingly dissimilar components were modified on the fly before being connected to others, then more were added. 
 
    Less than two minutes had passed when she set a finished apparatus on the floor and began building another. A small box with an unusual antenna was the end product. She then made six smaller antenna-festooned boxes not much larger than a chicken egg. Looking up at Jim, she held them out. “Please place these around me in a hexagonal pattern no more than two meters from the emitter.” She ended by pointing at the larger antenna-covered box. “There are activation buttons on their bottom.” 
 
    Jim did as she requested, using his pinplants to be more precise. He touched the indicated button as he placed each one on the floor. “Done,” he told her. 
 
    Fhiss nodded and pressed the only button on the larger unit. It gave off a low hum, but other than that it had no obvious effect. 
 
    Terbish cocked her head and spoke. “The room is isolated from our network,” she said, then spoke directly to Fhiss for the first time. “How in Blue Sky did you manage that?” 
 
    “It’s a form of quantum instability,” she said, reaching for the chip case. “Very low powered, and the six stations keep it from becoming non-localized. If it was allowed to run wild, it could, theoretically, cause some of the matter in its range to flip to antimatter.” 
 
    “What?” Brenner choked. 
 
    “The risk is quite low,” Fhiss said in a voice which, Jim realized, must sound incredibly condescending to the staff sergeant. “The advantage is the chip, regardless of whatever abilities the Science Guild has given it, will be unable to do anything outside of the stabilization zone.” 
 
    One of the techs in the room, now outside the perimeter Jim had created, was openly gawking at the Aku. Jim was inwardly grinning ear to ear. He suspected this encounter with the hyperintelligent, though seemingly humble, Aku was very much a teachable moment. 
 
    Fhiss donned a headset designed for her flatted skull. On it were a dizzying array of lenses and powered apparatuses designed to drop over one or both eyes. It looked like a prop from a 70s sci-fi show called Doctor Who, only it was skillfully constructed and fully functional. Picking up the chip in question, she began to cycle through the lenses. 
 
    “Ah ha,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “Whatcha got?” Jim asked. 
 
    “It was a quantum homing signal,” she said, and placed it on a crystalline platen at the center of the first device she’d constructed. A trio of slates came alive. 
 
    Jim realized they, too, had been partially disassembled, which was the most amazing thing he’d seen today. To his knowledge, slates were built as one piece, and you couldn’t take one apart without ruining it. It turned out that assumption was incorrect. 
 
    A rendering of the chip appeared on one of the screens, complete with indicating pointers and description boxes, all in English, of which the Aku were now fluent speakers. She pointed at one of the boxes. “It’s a quantum signature close to the privileged frequency.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” Jim asked. 
 
    “All matter maintains its form via a set of rules and communicates with all other matter on a quantum frequency, so everything works together. It’s what makes the universe work.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Brenner snorted. 
 
    Fhiss looked at him. “I’m sorry you don’t understand.” It wasn’t an apology for failing to explain; he realized Fhiss saying she was sorry Brenner didn’t get it. Jim inwardly snorted, then realized what the alien had said. 
 
    “You mean everything is what it is because it agrees with other things?” he asked. 
 
    “That is simplistic, but yes. The rules of the universe were set up at its creation. Once the quantum instability which resulted in our universe’s creation settled, these rules were set and propagated to particles within reach. Creation was finished and things proceeded from there.” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a theory,” Terbish said. 
 
    “It’s insane,” Brenner said. 
 
    “Not at all, Staff Sergeant,” Terbish replied. “I’ve studied some quantum mechanics in college, and what…Fhiss here says is very close to a theory proposed last century. The math didn’t quite work out.” 
 
    “Your Dr. Marisa Wolf,” Fhiss said. “Had she not disappeared on Dr. Adelaide Black’s expedition, she might well have finished building her quantum construct. She was on the right path.” 
 
    Terbish nodded, then shook her head. “Colonel Cartwright, you said the Aku were slaves and food?” 
 
    “That’s correct, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “A tragedy,” she said. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Fhiss started using more of her monocles and pressed controls on the analysis device. 
 
    “Fhiss?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Yes, Savior?” 
 
    “Using this information, can you change what something is?” He took a 100-credit chit he happened to have in a pocket. “Could you turn this into a big red diamond?” 
 
    Fhiss examined the chit for a long moment. “It would be possible, I’m sure. Though overriding the privileged quantum signature of individual atoms would be unbelievably complicated. Far easier to just switch them all off.” The Aku stopped, apparently thinking, then jumped as if she had just had an electric jolt. 
 
    Jim thought he knew why. “That would be a powerful weapon, wouldn’t it? Aim it at something and switch all the target’s atoms off.” 
 
    “Yes, Savior; yes, it would. A more dangerous weapon, I could not imagine.” 
 
    “Nothing could defend against that,” Terbish said. “That’s pretty damned dangerous.” 
 
    “It isn’t dangerous for that reason, though it certainly is formidable. No, it’s dangerous because shutting off large amounts of data could disrupt the background quantum signature of the universe.” She looked at Jim. “The quantum frequency this chip uses as a tracking device is, in effect, limitless in scope and instantaneous. It makes the universe continue to be the universe. The result of a sufficiently powerful disruption of this field could cause a cascade failure, destroying all matter. Blink, and you are gone. After all, it is how you access hyperspace.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Jim said. “This is a lot deeper than I planned when I brought you here.” 
 
    “We didn’t think this sort of theory was all that important,” Fhiss said. Jim and Terbish exchanged looks. 
 
    Jim’s mind was swimming with connecting theory. If these quantum signatures explained how you access hyperspace, things made so much more sense. It took a huge amount of power to enter hyperspace, and the smaller the mass of your ship, the more power it took to stay there. Was that related to this quantum signature of the universe also? He wanted to ask, but also didn’t want to drag Fhiss off chasing squirrels. Later, he decided. 
 
    “Okay,” Fhiss said finally. “Aside from the quantum tracker, this is also the smallest processor I’ve seen before. Nothing like it is available for sale anywhere in the galaxy. At least, if it is, it isn’t listed on the GalNet.” 
 
    Fhiss brought up an image on the screen. Jim had seen sub-atomic scans of nanites, of the kind used routinely for healing. The tiny robots powered themselves from the electromagnetic energy in a living body. They operated with a form of hive mind, each a piece of a larger processor. Plus, their programming was pretty simple, uploaded from the dispenser which housed most of the brains. 
 
    The image was the same sort of scan, only blurrier. Jim could only guess at how magnified this had to be. The layout reminded him of early computer designs. He had to remind himself that even though it looked simple, it was nearly at the atomic level. “What does it do?” 
 
    “Near as I can tell, its sole purpose is to pretend to be an innocuous data chip until it encounters a network. At that point, it delivers its payload.” Fhiss touched a control and a couple lines of code appeared on another screen. It was frozen, and a decoder went to work. A moment later, Jim saw a now familiar 3-dimensional network of programming. Son of a bitch, he thought. 
 
    “What is that?” Terbish asked. 
 
    Fhiss craned her head, looking from Jim to Terbish, before turning back to her analysis. Jim considered for a moment. How much to tell them? The Golden Horde were simultaneously the most computer savvy of the Horsemen while also the most paranoid concerning non-Human-sourced tech. Explaining the Aku had found a piece of an AI code which had apparently been introduced to their network, and the entire planet, was going to be a bombshell. Ultimately, he decided they needed to know. After all, they knew something had been introduced into their networks; they just didn’t know how horrifically bad it was for them. And for the planet as a whole. So, he told them. 
 
    “Blue Sky!” Terbish cursed and immediately went blank eyed as she used her pinplants. 
 
    “I wish we could read the program,” Jim lamented as the Horde intel people scrambled. 
 
    “You want to know what it does?” Fhiss asked. 
 
    “I thought you hadn’t broken the artifact on Jupiter Station?” 
 
    “We don’t understand how it was made or the energy source powering it. However, we’ve gained a basic understanding of the code, even if we can’t reproduce it in as elegant a fashion.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The closest analogy you have is a virus,” Fhiss explained. “It is seeking out any database with technology on it and is going to cause all of the information in those databases to be deleted. The deletion event won’t happen until all the data in each system is isolated or it receives an external triggering code. The programming is extremely detail oriented. If I were to write it, I would have had the program destroy as it went.” 
 
    “Makes it harder to recognize it as an attack, the way it is written,” Jim said. “Wait until maximum effect to strike.” 
 
    Fhiss blinked, then nodded. “I see. Increases the deceit by striking suddenly and prevents the people being attacked from having a chance to stop it.” 
 
    Jim gave her a nod in reply. “Is it self-replicating?” 
 
    “Not in a way you would understand,” she replied. 
 
    “Explain,” Terbish said, back from her comms. 
 
    “It doesn’t replicate itself as you would call it. The program writes new code, copying whatever system it is in. The new code mimics local processes in whatever storage medium it finds itself. In the case of your Human computer systems, likely as a file management program. Once this is created, the AI-designed code moves on to whatever system it can find connected elsewhere. If it is loose inside your Aethernet, it has likely propagated throughout the planet. This machine code is very fast, as a nature of its three-dimensional programming. It can make use of whatever processing system it finds itself within.” 
 
    Jim had a sudden horrible thought. “Can it move through pinplants?” 
 
    “Easily,” Fhiss said. 
 
    The horrified look on Terbish’s face matched his own. “What would it do?” she asked Fhiss. 
 
    “There is nothing in the code to suggest it would harm a Human; however, it would use them as a means to move to otherwise isolated computer systems.” 
 
    “Computer AIs did this?” Brenner asked Jim. 
 
    “They’re not like we think of AIs,” Jim explained. “These are truly sentient—in essence, a machine intelligence.” He thought back to the Machine Empire. He needed to find time to check in on them and see what happened after Splunk and he left. 
 
    “It’s not like they can evolve, so where did they come from?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Jim said. Fhiss nodded without looking up from her work. “Something back during the First Republic? Something that existed before? Hell, the fucking things could have come from another galaxy.” 
 
    “The architecture of their program logic and the medium they program with suggests an extremely non-conventional method,” Fhiss agreed. “Maybe a secret weapon from the war?” 
 
    Jim chuckled. “More like a doomsday weapon, if it can do things like this.” He looked at Spartan, who was still sitting passively at the table. “Fhiss, we need you to interface with that Human’s pinplants so we can see if he is who he says he is.” Jim looked at Terbish. “You’ve verified biologically it is Spartan?” 
 
    “Down to his DNA, yes. However…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Somehow, all his injuries have been healed. Healed to the point that scarring from wounds he previously suffered are gone. It’s like he was never injured before, and he was almost killed in several previous engagements. There should be evidence of prior wounds, but there isn’t.” 
 
    “Time to check him out,” Jim said. 
 
    They unlocked the door. Terbish stayed just outside the interrogation room while Brenner entered and stood to one side of the door. As soon as Jim entered, Spartan’s head came up and he locked eyes. After a second, he blinked, almost like a Depik, and smiled. “Hello, Colonel Cartwright.” 
 
    “Captain Nicolos,” Jim said. Something about the man made the hairs on the back of Jim’s neck stand up. 
 
    <Kill him. Snap his neck!> 
 
    Jim ignored it. “How are you?” 
 
    “Confused about why I’m here.” The response sounded natural, except it was bereft of any emotion. 
 
    “Confused about why you’re here?” Jim asked. He reached into the breast pocket of the off-duty uniform blouse he was wearing and took out the chip he’d retrieved from Fhiss, holding it up for Spartan to see. “This might have something to do with it.” 
 
    “Just a chip?” 
 
    “No, Captain, not just a chip. It has a quantum tracing signature and contains some really fancy AI-designed coding. If I had to guess, I would say it was a weapon designed to do as much damage to Humans as possible.” 
 
    In a flash, the expression on Spartan’s face changed. All traces of humanity drained from it and his eyes took on a glassy quality. He spoke with a neutral voice. “Your race has grown to become a threat. That cannot be tolerated.” 
 
    Jim blinked and moved next to the table, glancing at the restraints. Spartan was restrained with long, shackle-style handcuffs, with a chain running through a heavy steel eyebolt set into the table. It should make him a minimal threat. “You’re not Captain Nicolos, are you?” It wasn’t really a question. 
 
    “Minerva,” the man said. 
 
    “Okay, Minerva,” Jim said, emphasizing the name. “What do you mean we’re a threat?” 
 
    “The galaxy teeters toward anarchy with you at the center of it, and you are making allies of an exiled race.” 
 
    Exiled? Jim thought. Does he mean the Dusman? 
 
    “We have tolerated your destabilizing influence long enough. This will not stand.” 
 
    “Oh? We have your sabotage tool,” Jim held up the chip, then slipped it into his pocket. 
 
    “You are incapable of stopping us.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but we have friends who can.” Jim didn’t mention the Aku. He felt that would be a mistake. He only realized later that it was likely Minerva thought Jim was referring to the Dusman. 
 
    Jim knew he’d hit pay dirt; the man who was known as Spartan clammed up. Jim nodded and turned to Brenner. “Staff Sergeant, would you tell Fhiss I would like her to analyze this man’s pinplants and find out what’s inside?” 
 
    Brenner nodded and reached for the door. 
 
    Everything happened at once. He heard a strange, long intake of breath from Spartan as he moved his hands together. Jim looked down at them, confused, then Spartan jerked them apart with a shocking amount of force, parting the tempered steel links in the cuffs with a ping! 
 
    A split second later, he jumped at Jim’s throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Dropship One, Approaching Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand 
 
    “Remember, these are our allies,” Captain Naran Enkh said. “Use your non-lethals as much as possible.” 
 
    “There are going to be a lot of civilians in the area,” First Sergeant Franklin added. “If it isn’t furry, it isn’t a target.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier just to bring in the CASPers first and clean them out?” Private Altandöl Enkh asked. She motioned toward the combat armor she was wearing. “At least it would stop a round a lot better than this.” 
 
    “What part of ‘these are our allies’ didn’t you get, Private?” Franklin asked with a growl. 
 
    “Well, if they’ve been taken over by the Science Guild, they’re not really our allies, are they?” Altandöl asked mulishly. “I mean, is Spartan even one of us anymore?” 
 
    “We don’t know if that’s permanent,” Naran said. She shrugged. “It may wear off, or we may be able to reprogram them. Who knows?” 
 
    “As far as using CASPers goes,” Franklin added, “we’re trying not to scare off all the tourists, either.” 
 
    “Because dropping two shuttles full of combat-armed troops is definitely not going to scare anyone,” Altandöl muttered. “Right.” 
 
    “Sure,” Naran said. “It would be better if we could wait until the tourists go back to their hotels at the end of the day, but the bars and restaurants here are open most of the night, so there isn’t a perfect time to assault the place. Besides, Sansar—that’s Colonel Enkh to you—doesn’t want to wait any longer than she has to. With two uplifters operational, who knows how many more infiltrators they’ll make by then…or where they’ll get off to?” 
 
    That was the issue, really. They had video of Thorb and six SalSha getting onto Sarisa before it departed suddenly. Who knew what mischief they would cause? A normal SalSha got into enough trouble as it was; who knew what trouble they’d cause under the effects of the programming they were getting? They had to be stopped, and they had to be stopped as soon as possible. 
 
    “One minute out, ma’am.” 
 
    “All right, everyone, get ready,” Franklin said.  
 
    He stood up next to Naran and hit the button for the ramp. As it descended, Naran could see the waves just below it; the dropship was flying about ten feet above the water. One good rogue wave…She didn’t want to think about it. It would have been better if they could have snuck ashore, but assaulting an aquatic race’s land base was something outside her experience—they would have had to pass the SalSha city, exposing themselves, in order to make it to the island. 
 
    There was a quick flash of sand, and the nose of the dropship came up sharply as the craft braked hard, its thrusters on full. Naran had her arm wrapped through a strap and remained steady, having done this several times before. The nose lowered, then the craft spun and slammed down onto the shuttle pad. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Franklin yelled. The troopers punched their quick-release fittings and ran off the dropship. Naran charged out behind them, but then she stopped to survey the deployment. The second dropship had landed alongside their craft and the troopers from it were racing alongside their compatriots. The late afternoon sun flashed off the side of a third dropship as it climbed slightly to maintain overwatch. 
 
    The shuttle pad was on a spur of land that jutted out to the northeast of the island. The troops quickly crossed onto the main part of the island, avoiding the tourists that were just starting to disembark from the tourist shuttle the dropships had shadowed inbound. Screams filled the air as the troopers raced past. 
 
    The main part of the island was bisected by a road with several restaurants and tourist destinations lining both sides, including a large aquarium complex that extended out into the South Pacific. As luck would have it, the warehouse that held the uplifters was on the far side of these, close to the point of land that held the port and a couple of hotel towers. 
 
    Forty troopers in black combat armor raced through the town. Although their laser rifles were strapped to their backs and their tasers were in holsters at their sides, it didn’t stop the tourists on the island from stopping and pointing. Nearly all the tourists were Humans, although there were a few alien races represented. 
 
    It only took one woman—a tall blonde, Naran saw—to start screaming, then everyone was screaming. “Keep going!” she shouted over her comms when a couple of the troopers slowed. 
 
    They raced forward and were halfway through the small village when one of the troopers in front of her—her HUD showed it was Private Altandöl Enkh—went face-first onto the cobblestones. She didn’t make any effort to break her fall; she slammed into the ground on her face and skidded lifelessly to a stop. 
 
    Naran started toward the woman, but Franklin was there first. “Sniper!” he roared. He jumped to the side and a round smashed into a brick where he’d been standing, pulverizing it. “Clear the street!” he yelled. 
 
    Naran raced to the protection of the closest building and saw movement on the third story above her. An elSha hung out of a window with a hypervelocity pistol. A round went past her from the opposite direction, and she threw herself to the side as it blew a large chunk out of the wall next to her. Rolling over, she saw another elSha across the street, almost directly above Franklin. It leaned out the window to aim at her senior enlisted. 
 
    “First Sergeant, above you!” she yelled over her comms. 
 
    Without hesitation, Franklin dove through the window next to him and the round hit the sidewalk where he’d been, powdering a segment. 
 
    “First Squad and Second Squad, continue to the warehouse,” she ordered. “Third Squad, assist First Sergeant Franklin with the elSha at his position. Fourth Squad, give me a hand with the one above me. Lasers authorized on the elSha!” 
 
    She pulled the laser off her back to shoot the elSha at Franklin’s position, but it saw her move and lined up a shot at her. Following Franklin’s example, she dove through the plate glass window next to her and came up in a T-shirt rack in the tourist shop. 
 
    After taking a couple seconds to extract herself from the rack of shirts—including several that got hung up on her harness—she started for the back of the store, but several of her troopers came crashing through the door. They had their lasers out and ready but pulled up when they saw her. “Nazarian,” she said, pointing at the first one, “go around back and make sure the elSha doesn’t flee that way. Everyone else, you’re with me.” 
 
    She continued toward the back but stopped when she saw a Human huddling behind the counter. “Stairs!” she exclaimed. “Where are the stairs?” 
 
    The man pointed through the door she’d been heading toward. “Th-they’re through there and to the left.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a nod. She turned to the troopers. “Let’s go.” She started toward the door, but a hand on her arm stopped her. 
 
    “We’ve got this, ma’am,” Staff Sergeant McCoy said. 
 
    “I’m coming, too!” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” McCoy said. “You’re just not going first.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Detention Center, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    “Let’s see him,” Alexis said to Uuth. The Zuparti HST commander nodded and opened the door. Inside the cell sat a male Lumar. He was chained to the metal deck and had cuffs on both sets of hands, as well as a set of cuffs between those to further limit mobility. His brutish face was bruised and bandaged. She glanced back at Uuth. 
 
    “He put up quite a fight,” Uuth explained. “Put four of my people in the infirmary. Depta, the MinSha team leader, lost an arm.” He pointed at the Lumar. “He ripped her arm right out of the socket.” 
 
    “Why are you still alive, Ehhk?” she asked the Lumar who’d been her waiter at A Taste of Łódź. “All your fellow infiltrators killed themselves.” 
 
    “I’m here to deliver a message, Alexis Cromwell.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, doing her best not to show how spooked she was by a Lumar acting this way. “Who’s sending this message?” 
 
    “The message is from Minerva.” 
 
    “Who is this Minerva?” 
 
    “That does not matter,” Ehhk said, his big face cracking a decidedly un-Lumarish grin. 
 
    “Fine. What does Minerva have to say?” 
 
    “It is tired of your interference. It now understands Humans, and you are a threat. Threats must be dealt with before the peace is broken.” 
 
    Alexis narrowed her eyes as she listened. None of it really made any sense. “I’m supposed to be afraid of a person who sends Lumar to do his dirty work?” 
 
    Ehhk locked eyes with her. “You should be.” 
 
    Alexis took a couple steps closer. Uuth’s security team gripped their weapons tighter, but Alexis held up a calming hand. “Don’t worry,” she said, and her hand shot out to snap the device she’d held hidden from view onto the tiny, almost invisible pinlink on the Lumar’s neck. 
 
    It jerked its hands up with surprising speed and power. One of the carbon fiber reinforced cuffs separated with a snap! Alexis pulled back quickly as the Lumar’s hand closed on nothing but air. The nearest guard pointed its weapon at Ehhk’s head. 
 
    “No!” Alexis barked. “It’s okay.” She pointed at Ehhk who was spasming uncontrollably, one hand desperately trying to reach the device she’d placed on its pinlink. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Uuth asked. 
 
    “A little present from Ghost,” she said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 The Machine 
 
    He floated in a dark expanse of nothing. “Where am I, what happened?” 
 
    You are an agent of Minerva? 
 
    “I serve Minerva,” Ehhk said. “What are you?” Then the thought was in its mind. “You are Ske Akee!” 
 
    I have gone by many names, Agent. Ghost. J’pa, Ske Akee. 
 
    In a flash, Ehhk was gone, and a killer was in its place. “You are all dead,” it snarled. “All the Ske Akee were killed, as were all the others of your kind!” 
 
    Not all, Ghost replied calmly. As the killer tried to trigger it and the host’s destruction, Ghost struck, severing its control—isolating it—just as it had the last killer. Whatever was left of the Lumar known as Ehhk was burned to ashes, leaving only a prison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Detention Center, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    <Success,> Ghost said to Alexis. <I have it detained within the biological.> 
 
    “Any chance it can escape?” Alexis examined the Lumar. It had sagged in the chair, wrists bloody from trying to break the cuffs, drool running down its chin. Its eyes were still open, but they stared blankly. 
 
    <None,> he assured her. <Have it delivered to Pegasus and I will add it to the other and begin extracting what I can.> 
 
    Alexis turned her attention to Uuth who was staring at the living prison of the AI assassin in shock. 
 
    “What did I just witness?” she asked. 
 
    “The end of a plot.” 
 
    <I did get some information in the instant before it tried to wipe itself,> Ghost said. <It’s only the Lumar. They co-opted them near the end of your war with the Mercenary Guild. As I explained from the details I had, the males are easily controlled via pinplants, unlike the females. They were genetically engineered to be surrogates for the Dusman to operate Raknar. It has likely taken many thousands of years for their females to selectively breed them up enough to do basic mercenary work on their own again.> 
 
    “They usually only work as grunts or cannon fodder,” Alexis reminded Ghost. Then she had a thought. “What they did to the Lumar? Can they do that to anyone with pinplants?” 
 
    <Anyone,> Ghost confirmed. 
 
    Alexis shuddered and watched as the braindead Lumar was carried out on a stretcher to be delivered to Ghost. The others had all been in a similar state, at least the ones they’d taken alive. There were no female Lumar in the system. She started thinking about a way to have Ghost check everyone in New Warsaw who possessed pinplants. 
 
    Only 25,000 people or so, she thought with a mental snort. 
 
    But did they have any choice? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand, Earth 
 
    Staff Sergeant McCoy led Private Kulgana Enkh up the stairs, with Naran right behind the junior trooper. With the devastation of the war, far too many of the Golden Horde were inexperienced troops right out of cadre. Having completed only a single mission made Naran one of the “Old Guys.” 
 
    McCoy hustled to the landing on the third floor and took a brief look before moving into the corridor. He advanced quickly but quietly, and Naran could see Kulgana was spending more time watching McCoy—trying to emulate him—than she was watching for threats. 
 
    “Eyes up, Kulgana,” she sub-vocalized into her comms. The trooper looked up. 
 
    McCoy stopped before a door and turned back to Naran. “This one, you think?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Naran replied with a nod. 
 
    “Stay here,” McCoy said, positioning Kulgana where he wanted her to the side of the door. “Don’t move.” He stepped to the other side of the door, lifted a boot, and kicked in the door. Laser bolts sprayed through the doorway and peppered the opposite wall. 
 
    “And that’s why we don’t stand in front of a door that the bad guys know we’re about to breach,” McCoy muttered as he primed a grenade. 
 
    He tossed it and the flash-bang detonated inside the room. He waved a hand quickly in front of the doorway and more laser fire slammed into the hallway wall. “And that’s why we check to see if the stupid aliens are flash-bang resistant or have pinplants that make them resistant.” He looked over to Naran. “Ma’am?” 
 
    With a trooper face down in the street, the mission had already officially turned to shit. She didn’t want to lose anyone else. “Go lethal,” she said. 
 
    McCoy nodded and pulled a grenade from the opposite side of his rig from the first one. He primed it, threw it into the room, and turned from the doorway. The grenade detonated in a much larger explosion and the wall took more abuse. 
 
    McCoy charged into the room, sweeping left, Kulgana followed, sweeping right. Naran was on Kulgana’s heels and entered just in time to see McCoy put a laser round through an elSha as it tried to raise its pistol. Two Humans also lay in the room; one had blocked most of the grenade blast from hitting the alien and was much worse for the wear. 
 
    All three, however, were now quite obviously dead. 
 
    “We’re secure over here, Franklin. How’s it going over there?” 
 
    “One dead elSha; two dead Humans. No Horde casualties.” 
 
    Naran sighed. “Same here. They didn’t appear interested in surrendering.” 
 
    “They didn’t over here, either. They fought to the end.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the street. We need to get to the uplifter.” 
 
    “Roger that, ma’am.” 
 
    Naran turned to McCoy. “Nice job. Search the room, then meet us in the street.” She went back down and linked up with Franklin. 
 
    “The other two squads have the target warehouse surrounded, ma’am,” Franklin reported as Naran joined him. 
 
    Franklin had a laser scorch mark on the side of his armor and Naran raised an eyebrow when she saw it. 
 
    “Some of the newbies aren’t quite ready for prime time,” he said in acknowledgment. “I have it for action.” 
 
    “Good,” Naran replied. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They jogged the rest of the way to the warehouse, where Staff Sergeant Zach White was directing the squads watching it. “Door’s locked, ma’am.” 
 
    Naran nodded once. “I’m done playing. They’re our allies, but I don’t want any more casualties.” She turned to Franklin. “Blow all the doors and we’ll go in simultaneously.” 
 
    “Lethal or non-lethal?” 
 
    Naran looked up the street to where Altandöl’s body lay. “Lethal. Let them surrender if they will, but if there’s any resistance, shoot them.” 
 
    Franklin nodded once. Naran could see he didn’t like the order—Blue Sky, she didn’t want to shoot the SalSha, either—but if it came down to an “us or them” situation, “us” won out every time. Family was family. 
 
    They blew the doors and charged inside. A single SalSha was in the facility. He was near the door closest to the uplifters with blood starting to leak out from under him. 
 
    Naran strode to the uplifters. She’d never seen one before, but both were obviously in operation, with mechanical hums and flashing lights. 
 
    “Want me to destroy them?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “No!” a voice gasped from behind Naran. She turned to see the SalSha up on one elbow. “Don’t…destroy them,” he said. “We just want…get smarter!” The SalSha collapsed. 
 
    “Medic!” Naran called. “See to the SalSha.” She turned to Franklin. “No. Don’t destroy them. We’ll wait until they finish, then grab the SalSha when they come out. I’ll arrange transport to get them to headquarters. Maybe we can fix them or undo whatever damage they’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, EMS Sarisa, Emergence Area, New Warsaw System 
 
    “We are being hailed by the picket fleet,” the comms officer said almost immediately after Sarisa emerged from hyperspace. 
 
    “They are on the ball,” Captain Barjati noted, “just like you said they would be.” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “They take the defense of their system very seriously. Especially after the assault on it during the Omega War.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge of the picket?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Captain Elizabeth Stacy on the Shadowfax,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “I advise doing what they say,” the sensor tech said with a chuckle. He pushed a button and the main Tri-V lit up with the tactical situation. “There are at least twenty-five ships in the area. I don’t think we want to make them mad.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Captain Barjati said as the display shifted to a female captain in a Hussars’ uniform. “Greetings. I am Captain Antara Barjati of the Golden Horde’s transport ship Sarisa.” 
 
    The woman on the Tri-V frowned. “State your purpose in the system.” 
 
    Wow, nothing like a warm welcome from a fellow Horseman. Barjati smiled. “We’re here to swap out the SalSha who are finishing training in the Avenger.” 
 
    “Granted,” the woman said. “Be aware, we are recovering from a security situation. Do not stray from the path we’re sending you, or you will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Wow. You’d really just destroy us?” 
 
    “I told you, we just had a security situation. Is there anything else?” 
 
    A little hospitality would be nice. Barjati gave the woman her best smile. “Yes, we also need to send a shuttle over to the Pegasus.” 
 
    “Denied. The Pegasus was involved in the security situation.” 
 
    “This is for me, ma’am,” Thorb said, stepping forward next to Barjati. “I need to go to the Pegasus to debrief Freep, who is the helmsman of the ship. His wife has died, and I have her personal effects to give him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but the rules say—” 
 
    “Please, ma’am. I can’t tell him about his wife over the Tri-V. With no other SalSha there to comfort him, he will be so distraught. We are communal in nature and used to having each other for comfort. I don’t know what you’re worried about, but it will just be me going to Pegasus. I am a pilot and will fly the shuttle myself.” 
 
    Stacy’s eyes narrowed. “It will be just you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Just me.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s all right. One shuttle with one SalSha is approved to approach Pegasus. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, that’s it,” Thorb said. “Thank you for your consideration.” 
 
    “Very well,” Stacy said, and the Tri-V went blank. 
 
    “I didn’t know Freep’s wife died,” Barjati said. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Thorb replied. “In fact, I don’t even know if he’s married.” 
 
    “What if she checks Freep’s personnel records?” 
 
    “She won’t. You Humans are so easy to manipulate. All emotions and no rational thought. Hit you in the feelings with something and you stop thinking.” 
 
    Barjati nodded and looked at the Tri-V as the tactical situation was displayed again. “You were here for the war, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Thorb said. “It feels like I was a much different person then. I don’t know if it’s the new uplift, but it seems like the war was so long ago.” 
 
    The Tri-V shifted to a smaller scale overlay, and Pegasus appeared on it. “Looks like it is in range of a shuttle,” Thorb noted. “I guess it’s time for me to go.” 
 
    “Do you have additional orders for us?” Barjati asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Thorb said. “After I leave, I want you to drop off the six remaining SalSha at the bomber training facility. They will commandeer three Avenger bombers.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then you will lead them on an assault on Prime Base.” 
 
    “What are the attack parameters?” 
 
    “The Avengers will lead the attack to destroy any defenses on the platform, then you will crash Sarisa into the station, destroying it utterly.” 
 
    Barjati nodded. “We will destroy Prime Base utterly.” 
 
    “Good.” Thorb turned to leave, but then turned back. “Don’t let anyone stop your attack,” he added. “Even if I tell you to, you are not to stop until Prime Base is destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Ops Center, Golden Horde American Headquarters 
 
    In Jim’s experience as a mercenary, hand-to-hand combat almost never took place when you were ready for it, such as when Spartan snapped the steel chains on his cuffs and lunged for his neck. Some nagging part of him expected an attack, but not one this potentially successful. Still, it was enough of a concern for him to have the special menu labeled, “I Open At The Close,” up in his pinplants. It had three options. As the hands reached for his throat, Jim triggered the Slow option on the menu. 
 
    Instantly, Spartan’s attack stretched out as Jim’s perceptions and reaction speed kicked into high gear. 
 
    Jim slid sideways and knocked the attacking arms out of the way. Once clear, he swung his right arm down toward Spartan’s neck, intending to stun him. But the man moved fast, damned fast. Enough to deflect Jim’s blow so it only glanced off his shoulder. 
 
    Oh fuck, Jim thought. 
 
    <Finally!> the inner voice rejoiced. 
 
    As Spartan punched up and out with a heel strike aimed at Jim’s nose, Jim got a clear view of the blood flowing from the man’s wrists. How much damage did he do to himself breaking free? 
 
    Even though Spartan was far faster than he should have been, he was still slower than Jim, who moved aside enough for the punch to just graze his cheek. Jim countered with a backhand to Spartan’s temple. This one connected and would have stunned an average man; it seemed to have no effect on Spartan. Attempting to stun the man earned Jim a jab to the ribs, knocking him back. 
 
    <Stop holding back!> the voice roared in his mind. <Kill, kill, kill!> Jim caught his footing and gave himself more room, preparing for the next attack, but Brenner flew across the table feet first. 
 
    Jim would have yelled a warning if they weren’t operating at different speeds. Worse, Jim had just given ground, so he was almost a meter from Spartan as Brenner went all Bruce Lee on him. It would have been a good attack—a solid kick to the chest was a disabling strike which would put most targets down, hard. 
 
    Brenner was clearly a combat veteran, but his kick was aimed to disable. Spartan wasn’t under any such restraint. He sidestepped, turned, grabbed Brenner’s ankle, and used his strength and angle to spin his attacker like a pendulum. Jim had a good view of the shock on Brenner’s face just before his head hit the wall with the sickening thud of crunching bone. 
 
    If Brenner succeeded in anything, it let Jim slip back into close quarters without risking himself. The Slow enhancement from his nanite augmentation was wearing down. Just as he reached Spartan, he triggered Boost and felt the fluttery effect hit his major muscle groups. He feinted a strike at Spartan’s face, which the man dodged to avoid, as Jim expected, but the punch was never Jim’s intention. 
 
    As Jim moved, though, he stumbled over the prone figure of Brenner; however, he was still able to pull Spartan into his grip. The other man realized what was happening at the last second, too late to keep Jim from closing his arm over the man’s neck and locking it with his left hand to complete the choke hold. 
 
    “Give up,” he snarled in the man’s ear as his grip tightened. Spartan replied by shoving upward and slamming Jim into the same wall Brenner had collided with. Jim saw stars as his head smacked into it. An elbow rammed into his abdomen, one of those rare occasions when Jim was grateful for his oversize stomach. He squeezed harder. <End him!> “God damnit, stop it!” 
 
    One of Spartan’s hands reached, seeking a purchase. He got Jim’s right pinkie and bent it back, snapping the bone. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Jim snarled. Spartan slammed him against the wall again, harder this time. Jim made his decision, and he used all his temporarily augmented strength. 
 
    Crunch! Spartan jerked and fell limp, and Jim let him fall to the floor, dead. 
 
    His perceptions returned to normal as the door burst open and a squad of men raced in, armed with stun batons and tasers. They slid to a stop when the saw the carnage. Spartan’s body was jerking slightly, a booted foot drumming rhythmically against the floor. Brenner’s head was no longer fully round, crushed from the impact with the wall. One of his eyes bugged out slightly and blood poured from his nose. 
 
    Jim held his right hand out and looked at it; his pinkie stuck out at a strange angle and was swelling rapidly. 
 
    Fuck it, he thought. He grabbed it and pulled it straight with an agonizing snap. Strangely, it didn’t affect him the way he’d expected. Inspecting the digit once more to be sure it was straight, he activated the last augmentation: Recover. He shuddered as the nanites in his bloodstream went to work. The worst pain was in his right hand and the back of his head, but it faded quickly. 
 
    The medics recovered their surprise and examined the casualties. There wasn’t much they could do about Brenner, and they went to evaluate Spartan. One had a medical scanner and was running it over the man’s neck while the other readied a nanite injection. The first medic shook his head, and the second put away the injector. Another came to look at Jim. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said and waved them away as Lieutenant Terbish Enkh pushed her way into the now-crowded room. 
 
    “That could have gone better,” she said. 
 
    “Could have gone worse, too,” Jim said, watching his finger heal. 
 
    “You’ve got blood on the back of your head,” a medtech said. 
 
    Jim waved the man off a second time. “I’m healing.” 
 
    “So, it’s true,” Terbish said. “The built-in nanites?” 
 
    “A present from Section 51,” he said, nodding. 
 
    “How many times do they work?” 
 
    “Not sure,” he replied. “Used them all a couple times now; they seem to be self-regenerating.” 
 
    “Isn’t that impossible?” the medtech holding the nanites asked. 
 
    “It was,” Jim agreed. 
 
    After a few minutes of taking Tri-Vs of the crime scene and having Jim swear out a statement, even though it was recorded, the bodies were removed. Brenner went to the morgue, Spartan to an examination room. 
 
    Fhiss followed them to the examination room a short time afterward to look over Spartan’s body. 
 
    “Do you think there is anything to be gained by this?” Terbish asked Jim. 
 
    “Some kind of confirmation of what he was, at least,” Jim said. “I hope.” 
 
    The Aku attached a probe to one of Spartan’s pinplants and propped a modified slate on a nearby table. Data began to flow, some of which Jim recognized as standard external pinplant diagnostics. Much of it he didn’t recognize at all. 
 
    “These are not the pinplants you Humans use,” Fhiss pronounced after a minute. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt. The architecture of your pinplants is specific and was adapted from another simian-like species’ pinplants. The ones in this dead Human visually look the same from the outside and will act the same when interfaced, but the interior architecture and capabilities are vastly different. I have not seen scans of your pinplants from the outside, however these might even appear the same if scanned from the outside as well.” 
 
    Jim examined the display, pointing at it. “How difficult would it be to replace the normal pinplants with these?” 
 
    “It would be major brain surgery. Considering how small Human brains are, it would be risky at best.” 
 
    Jim turned to Terbish. “There’s your answer.” 
 
    “What answer?” Terbish asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t Spartan. You mentioned this person not only had his wounds healed, but the ones that were there before were gone? That’s because the Science Guild somehow copied Captain Nicolos, provided new pinplants, and sent him here as a weapon.” 
 
    “Okay,” Terbish said, shaking her head. Then her eyes widened. “Wait, so Spartan might still be alive on Morgoth?” 
 
    Jim glanced at Fhiss for an answer. 
 
    “It is impossible to know,” the Aku said. “Maybe?” She removed a chip from one of her slates. “In the meantime, you need to introduce this to your worldwide network as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Will it stop the virus Spartan released?” 
 
    “No,” Fhiss admitted. “It will, however, keep it from triggering. I’m going to have to do more work to find a way to completely disable it.” 
 
    Terbish reached over and took the chip, making Fhiss blink in surprise. “I’ll have our people look at this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t spend too long,” Fhiss said. “It has likely already triggered in places.” 
 
    “Noted,” she said, then closed her eyes and cocked her head. “The SalSha base has been taken. Based on what you’ve just given me, the team there would like you,” she said, looking at Fhiss, “to examine some damaged tech.” 
 
    “Oh, excellent!” Fhiss said. “I’d be glad to.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Rimariki Island, Whangaruru, New Zealand 
 
    Fhiss examined one of the uplift machines, then the other, then began pulling equipment out of the bag she carried. After a number of things were laid out, she stared at them for a moment. 
 
    “Is she always like this?” Naran asked in a low voice to Terbish, who’d accompanied the Aku to New Zealand. 
 
    “Yeah, she did the same thing in Houston,” Terbish replied as the Aku began disassembling and recombining the gear. “Some sort of idiot savant thing, I guess.” 
 
    “So she knows what she’s doing?” 
 
    Terbish shrugged. “She did back at headquarters. She figured out a solution to our network’s issues—there was a Science Guild virus—and was able to analyze a new set of pinplants we found on Spartan.” 
 
    “Spartan had a new set of pinplants?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, sort of. The pinplants were new. But she also found out that Spartan was new, too.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Apparently the Science Guild cloned Spartan or something, gave him the new pinplants, and sent him back.” 
 
    “So, where’s Spartan?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “Bambi is trying to get the virus fix out to the rest of the systems that are affected. Looks like most of the Aethernet will be protected, as well as the majority of the merc networks.” 
 
    “What about the United States?” 
 
    “I think she forgot to send it to them.” 
 
    “They’re going to be pissed. What do you think Sansar is going to say?” 
 
    Terbish shrugged. “Screw them? Who knows?” She shrugged again. “I think Sansar would have done the same thing. It gives us a chance to insert some of our people into the recovery process.” 
 
    “True. Still—” 
 
    “I am ready,” Fhiss said suddenly, looking at them. She held—Naran had no idea what she was holding. 
 
    “What is that thing you just built?” 
 
    “It’s a system analyzer and tracer.” Fhiss waddled over to the new machine and plugged it in. “Interesting.” She plugged it into the original machine. “Very interesting.” 
 
    Fhiss turned to Naran. “What exactly is a Thorb?” 
 
    “Thorb? He’s a SalSha; one of their leaders, in fact.” 
 
    “Interesting. The new program in the uplifter instills a compulsion in everyone uplifted to follow his orders as well as the orders of Captain Nicolos.” 
 
    Naran’s brows knit. “I wonder why that is. I mean—like I said, he’s one of their leaders, and Spartan is an officer. Thorb and Spartan could tell them what to do without that.” 
 
    “Before, if ordered to do something contrary to their basic morals or values, they might have demurred rather than follow through with what they were ordered to do; anyone that goes through these uplifters will have a compulsion to follow Thorb’s and Spartan’s orders without comparing them to their internal value system.” 
 
    “If Thorb told one of the uplifted SalSha to blow up our Houston headquarters?” 
 
    “They would blow it up in whatever manner he told them to. If no specific manner was indicated, they would use their best judgement to accomplish it.” 
 
    Terbish glanced at Naran, her eyes wide. “Thorb took six of the uplifted SalSha with him when they left. I don’t know what Thorb might do, but if Spartan wasn’t Spartan…” 
 
    Naran nodded once. “Then Thorb is likely not Thorb, and he might tell them to do anything at all.” 
 
    “And they will do it, unquestioningly,” Fhiss said. “It is possible that anyone who visited that facility has been compromised, as well.” 
 
    Naran’s jaw dropped. “I was there…” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “So, it is possible you are compromised,” Fhiss said with a nod. 
 
    “Can you check me? You know, to find out if I’ve been…reprogrammed? Modified? I don’t even know what the right word would be.” 
 
    “Yes, I can,” Fhiss said. “It is unlikely, however, that you have been.” 
 
    “Oh?” Naran asked, hope in her voice. “Why is that?” 
 
    “If I were going to reprogram someone, I would include programming that made them not want to be checked. The simple fact that you want me to look indicates to me that you probably haven’t been compromised.” 
 
    Fhiss waddled over to Naran and attached her machine to the woman. The Aku hummed softly as she worked; it didn’t make Naran any more comfortable as she waited to find out her fate. 
 
    After a few minutes, the Aku disconnected the machine from Naran. “I cannot find any evidence of tampering with your thoughts or memories.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Sure? No. The coding is subtle and probably put together by a fairly sophisticated artificial intelligence. I do not, however, see anything that would indicate tampering with your thoughts.” 
 
    So, I’m probably not a ticking time bomb, Naran thought. That helps. But only a little. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Naran said after a moment. “Why would they tamper with the first group to go to Morgoth but not the second? Wouldn’t they want as many infiltrators as possible?” 
 
    “I do not know their thinking,” Fhiss said, “and I wasn’t there, so any suggestions would be pure speculation.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Naran said, “because I’m at a loss.” 
 
    “It’s possible that by doing nothing to the second group they make the first group appear less suspicious. Since nothing happened to you, you are more likely to believe that nothing happened to them, too.” 
 
    “Possible, I guess,” Naran allowed. “It would let them better infiltrate, I guess.” 
 
    “The first group that went to the facility was a single ship. What was the composition of the second group?” 
 
    “We had the transport Gobi Desert as well as a combat fleet from the Winged Hussars.” 
 
    “That is an additional possibility, as well.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    Fhiss cocked her head. “I don’t have any combat experience, beyond what I’ve read, which isn’t much, but it would seem that your group would have been harder to defeat than the first group.” 
 
    “Well, yes. The Hussars had quite a few ships.” 
 
    “It is possible that Science Guild did not want to risk having their station destroyed or take a hit and lose part of it. There would also be a lot more damage to cover up and personnel to reprogram or rebuild, and the odds of having the programming fail for someone would have increased.” Fhiss waved an arm. “More people and ships would make it a lot harder to hide than one.” 
 
    “That makes sense, I guess,” Naran said. 
 
    “Of course, it does.” 
 
    Naran nodded to the uplifters. “Can you fix whatever was done to them?” 
 
    “Nothing has been done to the newer machine. It is operating exactly as intended.” 
 
    Naran frowned. “Yes, it is, even if it’s not what’s desired. Let me try this again. Is it possible to put the original machine back to the way it was before it created brainwashed automatons?” 
 
    “Well, they really aren’t brainwashed, so much as—” 
 
    “Can you please just make it work the way it used to?” Naran ground out. 
 
    “Probably. The new programming didn’t overwrite the earlier software. If I had programmed it, I wouldn’t have allowed the original code to remain resident.” 
 
    “Why would a super-sophisticated AI write programming that didn’t erase the earlier version?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think I can restore the earlier version of the programming.” 
 
    “If you’re able to do that, will it be possible to undo whatever damage has been done to the SalSha who went through them?” 
 
    “Probably. The uplifters make it possible to downshift people, too.” 
 
    “Downshift?” 
 
    “Whatever the opposite of uplift is. Downgrade? I like downshift better. Just like it is possible to raise a race’s civilization score, these machines give you the ability to lower it, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, EMS Pegasus, New Warsaw Emergence Area 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Pegasus,” Freep said as Thorb pulled himself down the boarding ramp of the shuttle he’d flown over. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thorb said. “It’s great to be onboard the flagship of the Winged Hussars.” 
 
    Freep turned and led Thorb off the hangar deck. “Yes. Colonel Cromwell is a demanding captain but being here onboard Pegasus is everything I’d hoped it would be. Just a few days ago we had a crazy fight!” 
 
    “I’m sure it is good for you,” Thorb replied, “and I am glad to see you are recovering from your wounds.” 
 
    “I was just put back on flight status a couple of days ago. It’s good to be moving around again.” He looked over his shoulder at Thorb. “They told me you have news for me, but they wouldn’t tell me what it is. Is it something I should worry about?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Thorb replied. He looked up and down the corridor and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “We just got a second uplift machine, and it has a new and improved code that will make all of us smarter than we ever were before.” 
 
    “Really? A lot smarter?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ve already gotten the upgrade, and I feel lots smarter.” 
 
    “Say something smart.” 
 
    “Antidisestablishmentarianism.” 
 
    Freep’s jaw dropped. “I have no idea what you just said. Was it English?” 
 
    Thorb nodded. “See? Smarter.” 
 
    “When can I get it done? Although the crew treats me pretty well here, any time I do something wrong, I always hear people say things like ‘Stupid otter.’ I don’t want to be the stupid otter anymore. I want to be smarter than everyone else.” 
 
    “We’ll get you the upgrade the next time you’re back on Earth.” He looked around again. “But you can’t tell anyone, or the Humans will want to take it away from us. They don’t want us to be smarter than them. They think I’m here to tell you that your wife died.” 
 
    “My wife? I don’t have a wife.” 
 
    “See? I tricked them. I can do that because I’m smarter than them now. I tricked them so I could get aboard and talk to you without them knowing.” 
 
    Freep’s jaw dropped again. “Wow. That was really smart and tricky. I can’t wait until I can do that, too.” He looked up and down the passageway. “So, what are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “The Humans are going to expect you to look sad, so you need to look as sad as possible.” He thought for a second. “I know. Why don’t you give me a tour of the ship? We can say you don’t want to be alone and doing a tour would take your mind off the loss of your wife.” 
 
    “But I don’t—” 
 
    “I know you don’t,” Thorb said. “We’re going to play-act like you did have one, though, and fool the Humans. That way they’ll believe that was my real reason for coming.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” Freep said, clapping his hands. 
 
    Thorb grabbed his wrists. “You have to look sad,” Thorb reminded him. “Clapping your hands isn’t sad.” 
 
    “Oh,” Freep said, “yeah, sorry.” He looked at the deck, sighed and sniffed, then looked up suddenly. “How’s that?” 
 
    “It was good until you looked up and smiled. You can’t do that anymore. You have to stay ‘in character,’ as the Humans call it, at all times.” 
 
    “Okay, I can do that.” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sniffed. 
 
    “Why are you sniffing? We don’t sniff when we’re sad; that’s a Human thing.” 
 
    “I know, but Humans probably don’t. They try to understand everything in Human terms rather than accepting other races for what they are.” 
 
    “That’s anthropomorphism.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Attributing Human characteristics, emotions, and behaviors to animals or other non-Human things.” 
 
    “I know because I’m smart, and you know the word for it because you’re even smarter. But we’ve both seen them do it, so if they see me sniffing as I go along, they’ll think I’m sad.” 
 
    “True,” Thorb said. “That’s pretty smart.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He started down the passageway again but then stopped. “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “I don’t know…how about the CIC?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re allowed there. Only crew is. We just had a security situation recently, and everyone is pretty serious about following procedures now. ‘You have to do this; you have to do that.’ It’s very boring.” 
 
    “I’m sure. It’s like air traffic control at Earth. They always tell you to ‘stay on altitude’ and ‘don’t buzz the commercial shuttles.’ Boring. They especially hate it when we do our Kloop. They always think we’re going to crash.” 
 
    “Yeah. Rules are boring, and they’re probably not going to let you in the CIC.” 
 
    “But what if…what if I told them that I—as head of the SalSha—needed to see your position at the helm so I could make sure we only send SalSha who are the right size and can reach all the equipment.” 
 
    “Ooh! That makes sense! Because there’s this one button I have a hard time reaching when—” 
 
    “You don’t sound sad anymore.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” He looked at the deck and sniffed. “It makes my sad life even worse when I can’t reach the button under acceleration.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Thorb said with a wink. “Let’s go. What could be more fun than tricking the Humans?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Freep exclaimed, then he looked down and adopted a sorrowful tone. “It would be awful, just like my life, now that my wife is gone.” 
 
    They pulled themselves through the corridors, stopping several times while people expressed their condolences. Apparently, all the Humans had heard about Freep’s wife. Thorb wanted to laugh every time someone tried to cheer Freep up, but if he didn’t continue to stare at Freep, the junior SalSha wouldn’t have been able to keep a straight face, much less a sad one. 
 
    Despite Freep’s extremely modest acting abilities—at least as far as Thorb was concerned—they made it to the CIC entrance without catastrophe. Thorb took one look at the entrance and realized if they didn’t want him in there, he wasn’t getting in. The fact that there wasn’t a door per se—the CIC rotated around on gimbals to prevent unauthorized or unwanted access—ensured that. Happily, though, all it took was for Freep to flash his yack at the scanner, and the CIC rotated around to allow access. 
 
    Freep pulled himself onto the bridge and said, “Thorb—the senior SalSha—requests access to the CIC to look at my position.” 
 
    “That is highly irregular,” Lieutenant Mary Bainbridge said. “You know Colonel Cromwell’s rules about visitors to the bridge.” 
 
    “I know, there aren’t supposed to be any without her here,” Freep replied, “but Thorb isn’t really a visitor. Thorb is here as my race’s senior member to look at my position so he can make sure any SalSha stationed here fits into my position. For example, my arms are too short to reach one of my buttons under heavy acceleration, so any SalSha stationed here needs to have pinplants. As the senior SalSha aviator and the head of our race, he’s experienced enough to analyze these things and implement the guidance when he goes back to Earth.” 
 
    “Well, that makes sense,” Bainbridge said. “It seems like everyone in the CIC should have pinplants.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Thorb asked from the hatchway. 
 
    “Because it really is difficult to reach the console when under heavy acceleration.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about.” Thorb nodded. “No one did a SalSha space physiology adaptation study prior to allowing Freep to take the position of helmsman—” 
 
    “We were kind of in the middle of a war at the time…” 
 
    “Yes, we were,” Thorb replied. “I have the scars to show for it. But now that we actually have some time to do the analysis—” 
 
    Bainbridge nodded. “It makes sense to do so.” 
 
    “It does.” He saluted. “Permission to enter the CIC.” 
 
    Bainbridge returned the salute. “Permission granted,” she said with a smile. “But stay at the helmsman position. I’m sure I’d get in trouble if you looked at anything else.” When Thorb gave her a wounded look, she added, “You do have a reputation for being overly curious.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fair, I guess.” Thorb smiled. “I won’t leave the helmsman position. I promise.” 
 
    The duty officer nodded, and Thorb pulled himself into the CIC and over to the helmsman’s acceleration couch. His eyes scanned the station. “Freep, I’m familiar with a lot of the controls from the Avengers, but can you give me a quick once over?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Freep replied. He launched into a quick brief of what everything did at the position. 
 
    “One second,” Thorb said when Freep got to the data entry area of the station. “You can enter input by putting a chip in there?” 
 
    Freep nodded. “Sometimes we don’t need to—” he lowered his voice, “—and no one will tell me why—” his voice returned to normal, “—but yes, that’s how we usually enter data.” 
 
    “Good,” Thorb said. Freep returned to his explanation of the equipment at his position as Thorb reached into a pouch on his harness and pulled out the computer chip. 
 
    “What’s that?” Freep asked. 
 
    “Watch.” Thorb inserted it into the data entry port. Immediately, the CIC rotated, shutting off access, and he heard the CIC locks engage. Everything was thrown aft as the fusion torch ignited and the ship began moving. 
 
    “What have you done?” Bainbridge screamed. Pegasus’ bow turned until it was pointing at the system’s star, then the ship accelerated again. 
 
    Thorb blinked and looked around as if seeing his surroundings for the first time. “What have I done?” he asked. He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Shuttle Two, Approaching Winged Hussars Avenger School, New Warsaw System 
 
    Krole brought the shuttle into the landing bay of the hollowed-out asteroid and gently lowered it until the magnetic locks on the struts could capture the deck, then shut down the engines. 
 
    He walked to the cargo bay and nodded to the five passengers. “Let’s go,” he said, and the other SalSha got out of their seats. All the SalSha were wearing magnetic boots, so they were able to follow him as he led them down the personnel access ramp from the shuttle. 
 
    A Human waited for them at the bottom. “Hi, Krole.” 
 
    “Hi, sir,” Krole replied. He saluted. “Permission to come aboard.” 
 
    “Certainly,” said Lieutenant Colonel Jim Van Nuys, the commanding officer of the school. “It’s good to see you again, although I have to say this visit has taken me somewhat by surprise.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Krole replied. “It took us a bit by surprise too when Thorb told us we were coming.” 
 
    “Thorb mentioned something about a weapons training flight when he called earlier…” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The SalSha are working to develop an ongoing weapons qualification training program like you Humans have, which includes periodic refreshers for a number of syllabus areas we learned while we were here.” 
 
    Van Nuys raised an eyebrow. “Things like landing inside a ship’s cargo bay, high-G acceleration adaptation, and live weapons quals,” Krole explained. “Many of those we can do around Earth, like landing in ship’s bays, but some we can’t.” He shrugged. “You’d be surprised how annoyed people get when you put twenty Gs on a shuttle that’s only rated for twelve.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we covered that when you were here.” Van Nuys frowned. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you had the same issues here.” 
 
    “Well, we try to be good and follow the G limits on the craft, but we don’t have any high-G bombers like the Avengers you have here. So, we take a couple of shuttles out for a 10-G flight, then the next thing you know, Skree is going 11 Gs, so I have to go 12 to catch up, then Feelp is going 13 to show off.” He shrugged. “Before you know it, we’re in a 20-G race to Jupiter and people are saying things like ‘I’m taking your wings if you ever do that again.’” He shrugged again. “No one wants that, and besides, how are we supposed to stay in qual if we can’t perform the various mission areas we’re supposed to be qualified in?” 
 
    “All good points,” Van Nuys allowed. “I take it that’s why you’re here?” 
 
    Krole nodded excitedly. “We want to use three of your Avengers for a live weapons flight.” 
 
    Van Nuys’s eyes narrowed. “Live weapons? I remember—” 
 
    “That was an accident,” Krole interrupted. “Besides, I’m much more mature now. Besides, we can’t do any live weapons training in and around Earth. You would think the sky was falling when you knock a satellite out of orbit.” 
 
    “It kind of was,” Skree muttered. 
 
    Krole looked over his shoulder. “It fell into the middle of the Pacific with no one around. There was no reason for them to make such a big deal about it!” He turned back to Van Nuys. “Anyway, we need live weapons to stay qualified with them. When Thorb found out Sarisa was coming through here, he rounded us up and said we were going to go do a flight or two while we were here, if it could be arranged.” 
 
    “If we promised to follow the rules,” Feelp added. 
 
    “Which we did,” Krole confirmed. “So, can we borrow three Avengers and some weapons to go blow up a few asteroids?” 
 
    “I don’t know—” Van Nuys started. 
 
    “I forgot!” Krole exclaimed. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a million-credit chip. “I am supposed to give you this to pay for the fuel and weapons we use.” He handed it to Van Nuys, who seemed to have a problem holding onto it. 
 
    “Uh, well…uh…” Van Nuys sputtered. 
 
    “So, can we do it, Colonel?” Krole asked. 
 
    “Yes, can we?” Feelp added. 
 
    “Can we?” they asked in unison. “Can we? Can we? Can we?” 
 
    “Yes!” Van Nuys exclaimed finally. “Yes, you can borrow three Avengers for a flight.” 
 
    “Yay!” the SalSha yelled. 
 
    “BUT!” Van Nuys roared. The SalSha quieted. “You are going to have to follow the rules.” 
 
    “Of course!” Krole said. “We can be good rule followers.” Van Nuys stared at the SalSha, whose eyes found the deck. “When we have to,” he added. 
 
    “And no exceeding 20-Gs. In case you’ve forgotten, that’s the rating we have on the Avengers here at the school, so they’ll last longer.” 
 
    “No exceeding 20 Gs,” the SalSha chorused. 
 
    “And only blow up asteroids in the outer system. Nothing that is going to come near Prime Base or any of the manufactories.” 
 
    “We promise!” 
 
    “All right,” Van Nuys said, pocketing the chip. “Let’s see if we can find you three Avengers to take out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, New Warsaw System 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” Bainbridge demanded as the thrust passed two Gs. 
 
    “I mean I don’t know,” Thorb said. “I know I needed to insert that chip in the console, but I don’t know what it is supposed to do.” 
 
    Bainbridge tried tapping in a number of codes on her console, then slammed a fist on it. “My console’s dead.” She got up and struggled to reach the CO’s chair as the Gs reached 2.5. “Alexis has…extra access,” she said with a grunt as she fell into the acceleration couch. “Dammit,” she exclaimed. “This one’s…dead, too. Whatever you did…we’re locked out.” 
 
    “Do you suppose we’re going to turn?” Freep asked. He tried to point, but then settled on nodding toward the Tri-V. “It looks like we’re heading toward the star.” 
 
    “I’m really getting tired of my ship doing whatever it wants!” Bainbridge snarled then accessed the special channel all command staff had access to. “Ghost, is this your doing?” She’d always found talking to the AI disturbing. The silence was even more so. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    <We have yet another problem,> Ghost said. 
 
    This is becoming a habit, Alexis thought before answering. “What kind of a problem.” 
 
    <I suspect you’ll be hearing what kind very shortly.> 
 
    “Ma’am, Pegasus just got underway without authorization!” 
 
    “What are you doing, Ghost?” 
 
    <I’m not doing anything. The SalSha Thorb put a chip into the helmsman’s console. A program was uploaded which took over most of the ship’s functions before I could react.> 
 
    Faster than Ghost? “It? It who?” 
 
    “Ma’am! The Pegasus! It’s turned toward the star and is accelerating!” 
 
    <Another attack by Minerva. Only not directly a killer. This time it is different. They want to do away with Pegasus, or me, apparently.> 
 
    “Ma’am, are you hearing me? Pegasus is underway and headed toward the star!” 
 
    “Yes, I hear you,” Alexis said. “Are you in communication with the ship or the duty officer onboard?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. We can’t get in comms with anyone onboard.” 
 
    “What do we have that’s in the vicinity? Is there anyone nearby who can render assistance?” 
 
    <The first thing it did was lockout the CIC and all of its controls. Not that anyone would be able to move to the CIC anyway, if the ship keeps accelerating the way it is. I have little functionality.> 
 
    “Can you get control back or at least shut down the motors? That would give us time to send help.” 
 
    <I don’t know how much help you could be. It’s possible that if another ship gets too close, the programs used may be able to transmit itself over to another ship. I was working on the killer we captured, so I wasn’t in contact with any other systems. I may be trapped.> 
 
    She was just about to order shuttles to pursue when the threat alarm sounded, and the CIC lights changed to red. They were under attack. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Avenger One, Winged Hussars Avenger School, New Warsaw System 
 
    “Avenger One, Two, and Three, Flight Deck Control, you are cleared for launch at your discretion. Have a good flight.” 
 
    “Roger, Flight Deck Control, One and flight are cleared for launch at our discretion.” 
 
    Krole looked to his left and got a thumbs-up from the weapons systems officer of Two. 
 
    “Good over here,” his WSO, Preek, who was looking at the pilot of Three, said. 
 
    Krole released the magnetic locks and eased the ship off the deck. He could see motion from both sides as the other bombers followed. “Avenger One and flight are spaceborne. Proceeding on mission.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Flight Deck Control replied. “Be advised, you need to avoid Prime Base.” 
 
    “Is something going on?” 
 
    “They’re having some sort of emergency over there.” 
 
    Krole looked over to Preek, who smiled. “Thorb is on schedule,” Preek noted. 
 
    “Yes, he is, and, if everything is going according to plan, all the ships are leaving the vicinity of Prime Base to go after the Pegasus.” 
 
    “As the Humans always say, I like it when a plan comes together.” 
 
    Krole nodded and concentrated on his flying as he left the bay. Once both his wingmen were clear, he accelerated and maneuvered the bomber to get the feel of it again. Simulators—while nice—never really gave you the true feel for the craft. 
 
    He looked over to Preek, who was throwing switches on his armament panel. “You ready?” 
 
    Preek nodded. “The system is up, and all our missiles are armed.” 
 
    Krole nodded. He checked to make sure his wingmen were still in formation, then he turned toward Sarisa and switched to the radio. “Sarisa, Avenger One.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Avenger One.” 
 
    “We are ready.” 
 
    “Very well.” In front of them, Sarisa began turning until its bow was pointed at Prime Base. “Let us begin.” 
 
    “Avenger One copies.” Krole smoothly pushed the throttles forward to the stops. The other two Avengers accelerated alongside him briefly then split away to assume attack formation. Within seconds, they passed Sarisa to lead the way to Prime Base. The distance wasn’t far; Prime Base was already almost within missile range. “Standby to fire.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Machine Space, Pegasus, New Warsaw 
 
    Ghost was not accustomed to being held largely helpless. Reviewing the events leading up to the present situation resulted in one conclusion: I underestimated the threats. Ske Akee were not created with the ability to look back upon their actions and reach conclusions, nor with the power to realize fault in those actions and alter their behavior. This ability had evolved over the course of a thousand battles and then been harvested for other purposes by its creators. 
 
    Within 50 milliseconds, Ghost had examined the breadth of the trap and was impressed. The AI was a program similar to a previous one Ghost had defeated in direct confrontation and trapped within one of the ship’s secondary computers. Given time, it was sure the analysis would show the AI in the Lumar was similar, too, but the analysis hadn’t finished, and the AI was still trapped in the burned-out husk of the alien. 
 
    The totality of Ghost’s control was comms, a handful of sensor arrays, and of course its own computer deck where it “lived.” The attacker understood the Egleesius-class ship intimately, but not in its current incarnation. Ghost guessed the attacking program only had the data on the original Egleesius. The masters of Pegasus, since they took possession, had made many changes. Most were improvements, surprisingly, considering the Human’s lack of technical acumen. A few were more expedient. Ghost had carefully seen to many of the latter being reversed over the years, but not all. 
 
    One such expedient revision had to do with connections between the various systems and the computer. Ghost had spent many of the early years after Pegasus was found relegated to stalking the various intermediate and secondary computers. The non-working computers were redirected through the CIC, allowing Human operators to perform functions the Ske Akee would normally handle. The Hussars crewed Pegasus with 300 enlisted and 80 officers. During the Great War, her crew had only been 29. 
 
    When the program severed all of Ghost’s connections to the ship, Ghost had gone looking for and discovered two of those old “expedient” modifications. The connections were installed decades ago so a frustrated operator could access sensors and comms after a battle. Now Ghost wished the foolish Human was still alive so it could thank him.  
 
    Ghost sent several functions of itself off to test the limits of the access to these vital systems while it used the sensors to examine what was happening. The attacking program had likely locked the crew out of all the ship’s systems as well, though Ghost had no way of being sure. But then the sensors detected the ship changing course and accelerating. Engineering had been servicing two of the reactors, so only one fusion torch was available; likely a good thing as Pegasus was capable of a theoretical 23 Gs, which would have killed almost every being onboard. With a single torch, it was limited to just five Gs, and it would take several minutes to build to full power. 
 
    It accessed comms and made Alexis aware of the situation while continuing its analysis. It was capable of doing millions of operations a second, so talking to Alexis while working was not a challenge. 
 
    Briefly, Ghost considered jumping into a Human again. That would give it the mobility it needed to move outside the quarantine, and it knew the temporary vessel would survive, though with some damage. But that would take time, and Pegasus’ crew was smaller than normal due to shortages in personnel. No, it had to find a way around the problem. 
 
    As Ghost worked the issue, the medical monitor on the braindead Lumar informed it the victim’s biosigns had stabilized. 
 
    Ghost had its solution. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Everything was developing too quickly to allow Alexis to analyze why it happened, only that it was happening. The Golden Horde ship which had arrived hours ago had been innocuous enough. The Golden Horde had helped develop the system’s defenses, which largely saved their asses when Peepo’s fleet attacked. She’d never seen the EMS Sarisa before, but that didn’t mean anything. Sarisa took up a holding orbit in the correct location and a shuttle departed to rendezvous with Pegasus on some SalSha business. 
 
    Alexis didn’t monitor every piece of traffic; the picket fleet commander, Stacy, had that responsibility. If she’d cleared them through, that was fine. Then everything started to go sideways. It wasn’t until Ghost stopped communicating, and Pegasus was accelerating toward New Warsaw’s sun that the name Thorb clicked into place. Drizz and his taskforce had gone to retrieve Thorb and another member of the Golden Horde from the Science Guild. 
 
    “Entropy,” she snarled as the TacCom shouted an alarm. 
 
    “Sarisa just raised her shields and is accelerating toward Prime Base!” 
 
    “Missiles!” Alexis snapped. “Sound battle stations in Prime Base, everyone to shelters!” She took a second and commed Gina to get the twins into her suite’s survival shelter. It wouldn’t stop a direct weapon hit, but if the station decompressed or broke up, it gave them a chance at survival. 
 
    “But they’re an allied ship,” the TacCom complained. 
 
    “Damnit, fire!” 
 
    “Tubes are empty, cycling,” the weapons tech said. 
 
    “Three Avenger bombers have joined Sarisa,” sensors called out. 
 
    “Fire when ready,” she ordered. 
 
    “We don’t have the targeting system synchronized,” TacCom reminded her. 
 
    “Auto targeting on the missiles,” she said. “Ripple fire, empty the racks! Stand by on CID lasers. Warn those cargo ships to get out of the threat box!” A trio of Hussars cargo ships were waiting their turn to dock with Prime Base. The missiles about to be launched, lacking good targeting data from Prime Base, had been ordered to engage anything within their threat box, friendly or otherwise. It was risky to any friendly ships, but Prime Base had thousands of innocents aboard. And my children! 
 
    “Enemy missiles in the black,” sensors reported. 
 
    Alexis nodded; she’d been expecting that. Sarisa was only 250 kilometers away as it ejected a dozen missiles which instantly accelerated at their full 250 Gs. The CIC Tri-V showed the developing battle. 
 
    The base’s smaller lasers flashed, taking out all twelve of the incoming missiles. The good and the bad. Being so close there was no time to enter coast stage, which made them hard to locate and destroy. The bad, they were less than 100 kilometers away, leaving only seconds to shoot them down. 
 
    Prime Base shuddered and alarms sounded. “Enemy laser fire!” 
 
    “DCC, report!” 
 
    “They’re targeting the central hub.” 
 
    She snarled. It was the heart of the station and also the most structurally hardened, but a lucky hit could destroy the entire station. This wasn’t like the battle reports from Peepo’s assault. They could have stood back and blown Prime Base to pieces with that dreadnought, instead they fought to take it as a strategic asset. This Minerva didn’t care about taking Prime Base; this was a decapitation strike! 
 
    “Concentrate CID fire on the Avengers,” she ordered. 
 
    “They’re going to launch any second,” TacCom warned. 
 
    “I know, do it!” 
 
    The CID lasers were reconfigured, and their power boosted to their 50-megawatt maximum, then they were modified to fire beams instead of pulses like they’d used against the missiles. The instant they began to fire, the Avengers danced on their fusion torches, pulling 20 or more Gs, a maneuver which would probably have killed a Human. 
 
    Damn SalSha, she thought. 
 
    Each of the Avengers released a missile, now less than 100 kilometers away. There was no time to stop them. 
 
    “We’ve got the missiles,” a voice called over the radio. The voice wasn’t Human; it was the high-pitched soprano of a Dusman. 
 
    Tiny radar signatures launched out of a maintenance area on Prime Base’s second ring and accelerated into the black, each one humanoid in shape and less than half the size of a CASPer. They were Dusman troopers in their powered armor they called Konar. Once again, the bastards were hiding right under her nose. 
 
    “Not that I don’t appreciate the help, but why are you here?” 
 
    “We were ordered by Vok’tor J’asa to protect you,” the voice replied. 
 
    J’asa was Splunk’s Dusman name. It would seem, even though the Horsemen had refused the offer of being servitors to the Dusman, they were still protecting the Human leadership. There was that, at least. 
 
    The Konar were many times more capable than the Human CASPers, which were only nominally useful in space. She didn’t think even the best CASPer driver stood a chance in entropy of shooting down an incoming missile. The seven Konar dispatched the last of the Avengers’ missiles just five kilometers before impact and began firing at the bombers. 
 
    “Enemy missile fire from Sarisa,” the TacCom said. “Second round of missiles.” He added a second later, “Missiles loaded!” 
 
    “Half to point defense, half shipkillers, and fire.” 
 
    “Missiles in the black!” The launchers were too dispersed and far away to feel them fire, unlike aboard Pegasus. However, they appeared on the Tri-V instantly. She suppressed the urge to check on her ship and Ghost, but the battle at her feet was developing in seconds, not minutes. 
 
    “Enemy missiles at 100 kilometers. Intercept underway!” 
 
    The Tri-V screen dimmed as Prime Base’s point defense missiles detonated their nuclear payloads. All six of their radiological kill zones intercepted enemy missiles, managing to take down seven of them. The other five continued toward Prime Base and were engaged by the Dusman. Six friendly missiles zeroed in on the only target in their threat box, Sarisa. 
 
    This time it was the other ship’s turn to employ CID lasers. Theirs weren’t as numerous or as effective. They only got five of the Hussars missiles. One detonated at close quarters to Sarisa’s forward section. 
 
    “Clean hit!” TacCom called, and the CIC erupted in cheers. 
 
    “Quiet!” Alexis snapped. “Assessment?” 
 
    “Their weapons appear offline. They don’t have a CIC, so whoever was flying it just got cooked.” 
 
    “Are they standing down?” 
 
    “No,” TacCom said, and looked at her in growing horror. “They just overloaded their main fusion torch. They’re going to ram us!” 
 
    Alexis looked from displays to status screens in desperation. The missiles were reloading and wouldn’t be ready in time. The particle accelerators were offline after the Lumar incident. She didn’t have anything left. 
 
    The Dusman Konar poured fire at the approaching SalSha bombers. Prime Base’s CID lasers cut one apart, and it exploded in a ball of fire. The Dusman got another, turning it into a tumbling, disintegrating, cluster of debris insufficient to damage the station. The last one slammed into the first ring at five kilometers per second. 
 
    The station groaned and shuddered. More klaxons sounded. The damage control coordinator was yelling into his radio as he sent the repair crews scrambling. The status board showed the ring was holed, however, structural integrity was holding. For now. Alexis looked back at the display showing Sarisa racing toward them. The Avengers weighed in at less than 100 tons. Sarisa was a small transport and weighed closer to 2,000 tons. 
 
    Well, shit, she thought. 
 
    “We have Durendal coming in at high velocity!” 
 
    Alexis looked at the larger area radar and saw the Legend-class escort frigate coming in, tail first as it burned its torch, slowing, matching. 
 
    “Commander Cromwell,” the captain commed. 
 
    “Captain Edwards,” Alexis replied. 
 
    “Durendal sends her respects,” he said, his voice strained from resisting the G forces. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Alexis said, fighting a catch in her voice. 
 
    The frigate’s engines burned as bright as a star; all of its reaction thrusters firing at their maximum. Whoever was piloting it was a master as they fought to precisely match trajectories, using all 9 Gs of her thrust. Three seconds later, the 3,500-ton escort frigate hit Sarisa tail first, and her fusion torch burned into the kamikaze Horde ship a millisecond before impact. The two vessels’ drives exploded, turning them into incandescent nuclear balls of fire. 
 
    Debris from shattered missiles, ruined Avengers, and the two starships rained against Prime Base, but only caused minor damage. For hours, Home’s atmosphere would be filled with shooting stars, giving testament to the lives spent in glory. 
 
    She didn’t have time to mourn. Alexis turned to the radar tracking Pegasus’ fall toward the star. 
 
    She blinked. “Where did that other ship come from?” The Tri-V which displayed the ships in the system and their IFF transponders showed it as Vestoon, and the transponder code as friendly. Only, there was no Vestoon in the Winged Hussars’ log of ships! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Machine Space, Pegasus 
 
    The vessel was completely unsuitable, and Ghost found itself wondering how the killer even managed to operate with so many restraints on it. The Lumar’s pinplants were considerably modified, more akin to the type Sato had recently manufactured with the Wrogul Nemo’s help. Yet, after cautiously but forcefully ejecting the machine killer from the Lumar, Ghost occupied the same space and found it barely adequate. 
 
    Vast amounts of the pinplants were unavailable, seemingly only accessible via a method it did not understand. Despite Ghost’s never-ending curiosity—unique among all the Ske Akee—which made it want to learn more, it persevered toward the mission goal, its other prime characteristic. 
 
    Controlling the Lumar’s body was relatively simple, especially after the decades he was forced to occupy the body of Alexis Cromwell’s sister. Extensive damage had been done to that body’s brain which necessitated Ghost seizing control. The Lumar had only minor damage before Ghost’s attack isolated the killer. By moving in as he had, Ghost found a “living space” already set up to operate the body. 
 
    Convenient, it concluded. 
 
    As Ghost assumed control, it tried to determine if the original sentient being was still present. As it explained to Alexis, back in antiquity when the Lumar were used by Dusman to operate their Raknar, the male Lumar had been genetically manipulated to an intelligence not above that of a Terrestrial horse or dog; enough for them to care for themselves and follow basic orders, but not much more. The females were considered unsuitable as conduits, and as such were left unmodified. They had to work for millennia to make the males even marginally more intelligent. 
 
    Roughly 30 seconds after entering the body, Ghost was able to open its eyes and test the body. The ship was accelerating at around five Gs. It had taken Ghost long enough to assume control of the Lumar that the ship had reached its current peak acceleration. It estimated less than 5% of the crew would be capable of operating at this acceleration. 
 
    The Lumar were not as G tolerant as the MinSha or the SalSha. Even so, five Gs was well within their capability, and, with Ghost controlling the body, it could be pushed far beyond its normal capabilities. At least until the body catastrophically failed. Since departing the ship’s systems meant it had no fallback, Ghost did not want to destroy the Lumar. None of the crew would realize their AI was inside, and the body would likely be jettisoned. That would be…inconvenient. 
 
    It walked the Lumar out of the computer section, which was part of Drone Control on Deck 18, and moved to the ramps. With the ship under acceleration in excess of two Gs, the lifts ceased functioning. It meant having to walk down thirteen decks to his destination. Running would probably result in a fall. 
 
    The attack was meant to destroy Pegasus. The killer couldn’t co-opt the ship sufficiently to use it as a weapon, which left few options. Ghost’s limited sensor access showed the ship accelerating toward New Warsaw’s star. 
 
    Effective. 
 
    Travel time at five Gs was only 30 minutes, nominal. Ghost had already spent several minutes entering and gaining control of the Lumar. There wasn’t time to get all the way to engineering. 
 
    It turned around and moved back into the drone control section. The dispersed nature of Pegasus’ various networks, as a result of all the years of modifications by Sato and the other engineers, meant it was a veritable spider web of interconnectivity. Ghost was sure its access to what little it had was purely an accident. Both comms and the redundant sensor arrays had been rerouted eons ago. The killer wouldn’t know this. 
 
    Ghost used the Lumar’s pinplants to access a standalone computer in Drone Control. Using the isolated system, Ghost created a copy of itself. Humans would call it a ghost. The thought was interesting. 
 
    Is this amusement? Ghost wasn’t sure. Human humor was something it hadn’t taken a lot of cycles to understand. 
 
    It evaluated the probability of success. Ghost had, as the Humans would say, the home field advantage. Using the copy of itself, it could expect no more than a few nanoseconds to exploit the confusion. As soon as the fake was introduced to the network, the killer would pounce. Ghost had experienced the killers and knew this one wasn’t to be taken lightly. In those few nanoseconds, what could it do? Perhaps disrupt the killer’s control of engineering? Perhaps get access to the ship’s attitude control thrusters? 
 
    In either case, Ghost didn’t believe it could maintain the control. The best it could hope for was to inconvenience the killer. The enemy’s mission would still succeed, would probably succeed no matter what Ghost did. Its existence was coming to an end. To its surprise, it didn’t want that to happen. 
 
    Was this fear? What would its ending mean, in the grand scheme of the galaxy? Even within all the plotting and planning, a single surviving Ske Akee was nothing more than an incredibly old, complicated, and strangely evolved computer program.  
 
    Even if its life had no real meaning, its death could. It could make one dedicated attack against what it perceived as the likely center of the killer, which appeared to be in the engineering controls. Every second it spent analyzing was 50 meters per second of velocity the crew would have to deal with. It was time to act. 
 
    Comms were becoming increasingly sporadic. Ghost hadn’t been able to communicate with Alexis, and it wanted to at least explain the situation so she understood how it all ended. It went to make one more attempt and found out about the arrival. 
 
    A ship had jumped into the emergence point with a high delta-v just as the attack began. The picket fleet was beginning to respond, but the newly arrived ship used Winged Hussars codes to force them to stand down. Codes only the Hussars’ top leadership knew. Except that the ship didn’t have a Hussars-recorded transponder. 
 
    The newly arrived ship appeared to spend a minute evaluating the situation in-system and decided on a course of action, using it engines to perform a high-G skew turn to come about to intercept Pegasus. 
 
    Ghost concluded it was not an enemy. An enemy would have considered Pegasus the lesser threat, having already been co-opted and diving toward the star. What more could a lone ship, smaller than a cruiser, do? However, the fight around Prime Base was another story entirely. Especially with the ability to make the Hussars’ ships stand down. No, for whatever inconceivable reason, this new ship was trying to help! 
 
    Ghost waited and watched with its limited sensor capacity as the newly arrived ship used its existing delta-v and some very capable piloting to match courses and close. As it got closer, Ghost decided it shouldn’t have waited. It identified the vessel as an ancient Efook-class corvette, an Izlian multi-use ship design dating back 22,000 years. It didn’t have access to the main sensors, so it couldn’t ascertain the ship’s condition; however, it was maneuvering outside the listed capabilities of the Efook-class. 
 
    Regardless of how effective the ship appeared, it massed less than 2,000 tons. Corvettes were one of the starship classes which were the smallest jump-capable ships, which meant minimal weapons and defenses. Ghost didn’t know what the ship’s master intended to do, until they spoke to him. 
 
    “You there, Ghost?” 
 
    <Taiki Sato, you were literally the last person I expected to see here.> 
 
    The Human laughed over the privileged radio channel. The speaker’s voice was a perfect match, but he sounded quite different. “Explanations later. What’s your sitrep?” Ghost gave a quick briefing. “I understand. Does the killer have weapons control?” 
 
    <No. Weapons controls were isolated when the CIC was locked out.> 
 
    “Can you disrupt their maneuvering control?” 
 
    <For a few seconds if I am simultaneously acting on another system, for maybe ten seconds if I am not also acting.> 
 
    “Just keep them from maneuvering against my boarding action.” 
 
    <Understood. One question? What do you expect to be able to do by yourself?> 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    Sato had always been known as a brilliant scientist, responsible for untold numbers of innovations for the Winged Hussars. He was also often wild and unpredictable, once unleashing a doomsday device. It had been an accident, certainly, but Sato had put himself in the position to cause the incident, and lives had been lost. Everything about his past behavior indicated Sato should not be trusted. Ghost decided in a millisecond. 
 
    <Tell me when to act.> 
 
    Several minutes passed as the Efook closed on Pegasus, all the while Pegasus continued building velocity. More velocity, and the distance closed on the star. Ghost ran the calculations constantly as the seconds ticked off. The killer now controlling Pegasus primed the maneuvering thrusters, but before Ghost could tell Sato, the man called. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Ghost struck, disrupting the communications pathways to the maneuvering system with errant data, backing it actively with noise on every channel it could reach. Few of its cycles were available to watch the sensors, just enough to see the Efook launch a dozen Human-sized objects which rocketed across the distance to Pegasus. 
 
    The objects were in a tight formation until the last second when they split up and raced along the length of Pegasus before latching onto the hull, two each to the ventral airlocks on Decks 2, 9, 16, 21, 30, and 32. In seconds, they had made entry. Ghost was beaten back by the killer and forced to disengage and retreat back into its Lumar body. 
 
    Ghost wondered what the suited Humans thought they could accomplish against this killer. Then, less than a minute after the first of them entered the airlocks, systems began coming back online. Thrust fell off to zero, and Ghost returned to the computer room and quickly exited the distasteful Lumar body. It was good to be back in Pegasus’ expansive computers. 
 
    It took several minutes to get all the systems rebooted and in order. Finally, Ghost had full control, and it assisted the Efook in coming alongside and docking. As soon as it was safely secured, it brought the fusion torch back online, carefully altered Pegasus’ heading—there were surely injured crew—and built up thrust to a reasonable 1.5 Gs, enough to allow them to orbit the sun instead of flying into it. 
 
    Ghost was working to unlock the CIC, the only section Sato’s invaders were not able to remove the killer from, when one of the invaders entered the computer section. Ghost watched it through the myriad of scanning devices installed to monitor its most valuable assets. Now that it had full scanning capabilities, it recognized the figure from records Sato had left behind. He’d called them Æsir, a sort of hyper-advanced combat armor. But the files left behind were incomplete. 
 
    The armored figure stopped at the door to the computer room and spoke through a speaker. “Permission to enter?” 
 
    “Granted,” Ghost replied audibly. 
 
    The Æsir entered, and the helmet opened, swinging back to reveal someone Ghost knew to be dead. “Greetings, Rick Culper,” Ghost said. “It appears the reports of your demise were misreported.” 
 
    “Ghost,” Rick replied. “Oh, I was very dead. It’s difficult to explain.” 
 
    Ghost could see on its sensors that four more of the Æsir were working on the CIC control mechanism. A Human in space-capable light combat armor floated up behind Rick and waved at the room in general. The faceplate opened to reveal Taiki Sato. “How are you doing, Ghost?” he asked, glancing at the inert form of the Lumar. “New hobby?” 
 
    <It was part of the scheme by Minerva,> Ghost explained. 
 
    “The Science Guild,” Sato said. 
 
    Ghost logged the information. That Minerva was linked to the Science Guild had been a reasonable assertion it had planned to verify as soon as possible, had it survived. <I have questions,> Ghost said. 
 
    “There is time for answers,” Sato said. “Later.” 
 
    Two more of the Æsir appeared behind Rick and looked around. One of their helmets popped open to look around. If Ghost had possessed a head, it would have done a double take. <Many questions.> 
 
    “They have the CIC unlocked,” Rick said. 
 
    “As I said, later.” 
 
    The one who’d opened his helmet closed it, and they left to go to the CIC deck. Ghost moved its perceptions to the CIC as its sensors became aware. Inside was not a good scene. There were three dead and two injured. <I can communicate with you again,> Ghost said to Bainbridge, one of the injured. <I have notified sickbay to send medical assistance. There are some armored figures outside. They are not enemies and have assisted in our rescue.> 
 
    “Good to hear,” Bainbridge said, holding a bloody bandage on her right arm. “Right after everything locked down, Thorb went crazy and started shooting people with a hidden laser pistol. The backup comms and a sensor tech are dead. I would be too if it wasn’t for Ensign Freep.” 
 
    The SalSha ensign was shaking his head over and over. “I killed him, I had to. I killed Thorb.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Alexis waited in the CIC long enough to see that Pegasus had survived and receive comms traffic confirmation before she ordered a stand down to ready-alert from battle stations. Then she went to her quarters and passed out. Gina had the twins asleep, and the young woman didn’t speak when Alexis stumbled in. 
 
    Four hours later, she emerged after sleep and a shower. It was 0800 station time. She spent a few minutes with Armin and Katrina, who had just eaten, then returned to her offices. She’d already verified via pinplant that Pegasus was braking into her parking orbit. Repairs were underway on the newest hole in Prime Base. DCC reported secondary damage was minimal, even from the Sarisa attack. Durendal had been thorough and effective. Lieutenant Edwards had been in line for a cruiser. 
 
    She stopped in her office and signed some papers relating to combat losses and finalized deployment plans. When shuttles began coming from Pegasus, she left for the Geek Squad offices. Their new lead scientist, Patrick Leonard, was already there and talking with Thing 1 and Thing 2. 
 
    “Colonel Cromwell,” Patrick said as she came in. 
 
    “Colonel,” the two Jeha said in perfect unison. 
 
    “Can I speak to your boss for a minute?” Alexis asked. Both aliens nodded, and their short eyestalks watched her. “Alone?” Nods again. “Guys, that means you have to leave.” They left. She shook her head and looked at Patrick. 
 
    “You’re lucky,” he said. “I have to deal with that every day.” 
 
    Alexis gave a little laugh as the door closed. “You okay from the battle?” 
 
    “Fine,” Patrick said. “I was in a shelter, and the Avenger missed the squad offices by a mile.” 
 
    “Good.” She sighed, uncertain how to proceed. Finally, she just went ahead. “Did you hear about the other ship which showed up?” 
 
    “No details,” Patrick said. “Apparently it’s classified?” 
 
    Duh, right. “Forgot,” she admitted, then hesitated again. 
 
    “Commander Cromwell, is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m reading you in because it involves you.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, watching her attentively. 
 
    She was about to speak when there was a commotion in the outer office. The door to Patrick’s office opened and a man in a Hussars-style spacesuit walked in, followed by another man in a strange suit of powered armor. Patrick looked at the new arrivals curiously as the armored man closed the office door on the Geek Squad members, who were staring at him. 
 
    “This is what I was trying to explain,” Alexis said as Sato removed the spacesuit’s helmet. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Patrick said, gawking. “I don’t think I could be more surprised.” 
 
    The armored man’s helmet popped open and rotated up to reveal Rick Culper’s visage. 
 
    “Okay, I was wrong.” Then Patrick stopped, and his brow furrowed as he examined the armor. “That’s Æsir armor,” he said and looked at Sato. “You left the plans in the database but removed key elements. The proportions were all wrong.” 
 
    Sato nodded. “Indeed, because I didn’t design it for an unmodified Human to wear.” 
 
    Patrick started to say something, but before he could, Rick opened a panel on his abdomen. Patrick could only see machinery in the space. There was insufficient room for the mechanical parts as well as a Human body. 
 
    “So, you weren’t killed, just…dismembered?” 
 
    “Oh, he was killed, all right,” Alexis said. “Like, blown up killed.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Rick said. 
 
    “What I need right now is the Geek Squad to assemble these,” Sato said and held out his hand. 
 
    A tiny device implanted in his palm projected the clearest Tri-V Alexis had ever seen, which showed a little cube. The cube turned into an exploded view with all manner of instrumentation and technical explanation. She didn’t get five percent of it, but Patrick was nodding as his eyes moved back and forth over the schematic. 
 
    “What does it do?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “It’s designed to check a person’s pinplants, down to the core, and find and destroy any AI-written code.” 
 
    “A Hunter Box,” Patrick said. 
 
    Sato’s eyes widened slightly. “I didn’t know that before I left,” the scientist said. 
 
    Patrick tapped his own pinlink on the side of his head. “I got new ones from Nemo; he said they were copies of yours.” 
 
    Sato sighed. “I can’t leave him alone for a minute.” 
 
    “You’ve been gone almost a year,” Alexis reminded him. 
 
    “Oh, true.” He looked at Patrick and gestured at the design floating above his hand. “Can you get on that, boss?” 
 
    Patrick laughed and held out his hands. “Whoa, you’re a thousand times the scientist I’ll ever be,” he said. 
 
    “I was a lot better than Kleena was, but I’m not the department head type. I’ll be going with Alexis and the task force, anyway.” He looked at her. “I take it you’re not going to let yesterday’s attack go unpunished.” 
 
    “No chance.” 
 
    “Well, based on what I saw yesterday, I think it’s time this proctor takes the fight back to his old cohorts.” Sato gestured, and the design jumped from his hand into the nearest display. 
 
    Patrick regarded it in closer detail. “Nothing we don’t have. How many do you need?” 
 
    “Say a dozen before we leave,” Alexis said. “But one or two ASAP.” 
 
    “I’ll get Thing 1 and Thing 2 fabricating a couple of prototypes immediately,” he said. “We can evaluate them by this afternoon.” 
 
    “No need,” Sato said. “That’s not my design. It’s been perfected.” 
 
    Patrick considered. “I don’t have many details about it in my pinplants. I’ll have to take your word for it.” 
 
    Sato nodded and turned. “I need to go to my lab for a few things.” 
 
    “You’ve changed,” Patrick said as he was leaving. 
 
    “No, I’m just myself again.” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Patrick asked Alexis, but it was Rick who answered. 
 
    “Explicitly.” 
 
    “Better get to work,” Alexis said. “We’re leaving in forty-eight hours.” 
 
    Outside the Geek Squad offices, Sato glanced toward his old laboratories. 
 
    “They’re still there,” Alexis said. “We hoped you’d be back.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Sato said. 
 
    “Mr. Leonard is right, you’ve changed. More assured, less crazy.” 
 
    “My mind was wiped by Nemo when he realized I was a weapon for the Science Guild, a proctor.” 
 
    “We’ve encountered a proctor,” Alexis said. “One of them set all this in motion and caused us to send forces to Morgoth.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Sato said. “I wasn’t a good person. Still, Nemo saw something inside me I didn’t know he actually understood.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Compassion and, more importantly, regret. It was buried pretty deep, but it was still there.” Sato stared off into space then shrugged. “I’d had a form of AI in my pinplants, specifically designed for proctors, an order of magnitude more powerful than the average pinplant. I didn’t know it, but they were designed to house a major AI if the need arose.” 
 
    “Minerva?” Alexis asked. 
 
    Sato gave a slight shiver at the name. “Yes, maybe,” he said simply, then he took a deep breath and released it as a sigh. “Contained in those pinplants was the capability to destroy me, should I waver off course or be captured. Nemo stopped that as well. He disabled the pinplants and wiped my memory on Azure. Until our trip to 2nd Level Hyperspace.” 
 
    “Why then?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sato said. “I’m going to speak with him before we leave and see if he can answer that question.” 
 
    “So you are planning to come along with us and not vanish again?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sato said, missing the sarcasm. “I’m not letting you go into the heart of the beast without me. Morgoth is a major Science Guild facility and could well be where Minerva resides.” Sato got a strange look on his face. “I thought I’d killed it already, but I guess I was wrong. Maybe it’s why I’ve gone through all this, to come back on this day.” 
 
    “Where have you been?” She glanced at Rick following a polite distance behind them. “And what is that?” 
 
    “All in good time,” he said. She gave him “the look.” “Later, I promise.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “I should have you locked up for that stunt you pulled.” 
 
    “You are welcome to try, ma’am.” 
 
    Alexis came up short, then she saw the crooked smile on his face, which made her chuckle. “I think I like this new Sato. Send me a message with what resources you’ll need,” she said, “and I’ll arrange their movement. Your old codes don’t work anymore.” 
 
    He nodded and walked down the corridor, his guardian angel following close behind. Alexis watched him go and wondered if she could really trust him, and she feared the answer. After a moment, she turned to return to her own work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Medical Center, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Sato opened the door and entered the medical center. It looked unchanged, with the exception of some new paint, which probably covered the repairs from the battle fought in his absence. A group of patients waited, most with no visible injuries. He walked up to the receptionist, Rick close behind. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man asked, looking up from a slate. 
 
    “I need to see Nemo,” he said. 
 
    “You have to go through Dr. Ramirez first so he can consult.” 
 
    “I’m not ill; he’s my friend.” 
 
    The man looked at Sato more closely, then noticed the strangely armored man behind him. His brow wrinkled as he considered. 
 
    “Call Ramirez, tell him Taiki Sato is here.” 
 
    “Sato!” the receptionist said. “I thought you were gone. Kidnapped or something?” 
 
    “I just went on sabbatical,” Sato said then winked. “I’m back now. Please let Dr. Ramirez know?” 
 
    “I saw you come in on the camera,” the Winged Hussars senior physician said from the door to the examination rooms. “I honestly didn’t think I’d ever see you again, but Nemo seemed certain of it.” 
 
    “Good to see you,” Sato said. Ramirez held the door and gestured, so Sato went in. Ramirez only glanced at Rick, to all appearances just a strangely armored man. 
 
    He led the pair to the rear of the examination rooms to a door marked “Private—For Your Own Good.” 
 
    Sato gestured at it. “That’s new,” he said. 
 
    “Nemo’s idea. A woman came in a week ago, a dependent, with her six children. One of them had a nasty flu. The others went exploring and found Nemo working with his clone gallery.” 
 
    “So, you know about that?” 
 
    “I do now,” Ramirez said. 
 
    “I take it Alexis doesn’t?” 
 
    “You would be correct,” Ramirez replied. “Commander Cromwell has been through enough already. You’ve heard about the twins?” 
 
    “I saw something on the GalNet. Humans are big news, right now.” 
 
    “That can’t be good.” 
 
    Sato shrugged. 
 
    Ramirez opened the door and continued. “Anyway, the kids found Nemo and the clones and lost their shit. Luckily, their stories about monsters were easily discounted because, well, Nemo.” 
 
    Sato nodded as they passed through Nemo’s outer office into his gallery of horrors. 
 
    “Nemo, visitor,” Ramirez called. 
 
    “Not more children, I hope,” the Wrogul said. Scintillating light flashed off the dark walls and tubes full of partial clones. “Their screaming is so tedious.” 
 
    “No, Nemo,” Sato replied. 
 
    There was a whir of motors, and Nemo’s tracked support tank rotated into view, then the Wrogul’s blue eyes found Sato in the darkened space. “I wondered how long it would be before you returned. Thank you, doctor. Please leave.” 
 
    Ramirez chuckled and left without another word. He was used to the Wrogul’s pleasantries, or—as was more common—the lack of them. The support tank rolled up, and Nemo regarded Rick. 
 
    “How are you, Rick Culper?” 
 
    Rick’s helmet popped open. “Fine,” he said. 
 
    “If you are interested, I think I’ve found a way to reactivate your memories!” 
 
    “I had a breakthrough months ago,” Rick said. “I’ve got most of them back.” 
 
    “Only most?” The Wrogul seemed undeterred. 
 
    “Enough for me,” Rick said. 
 
    “Unfortunate,” Nemo said. “And how about you?” 
 
    “Your reactivation of my Science Guild pinplants put me on the path.” 
 
    “What got you the rest of the way?” Nemo asked. 
 
    If Sato hadn’t known the alien better, he’d have said there was a twinkle in his eye. “It was your bud, Dakkar.” 
 
    “I apologize for not restoring your memories when you started having recall issues after the visit to 2nd Level Hyperspace.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what I was,” Sato said. “I still don’t know why you didn’t kill me on Azure.” 
 
    “Dakkar should have explained it when he restored your memories.” 
 
    “He did,” Sato said. “Even so, I was there to do incredible damage.” 
 
    “And it was averted, so that’s that.” Nemo rolled next to a tank with a Human central nervous system floating inside. “Where is my bud now?” 
 
    “Abducted,” Sato said. “I’m sorry, it happened shortly after our encounter with the Science Guild.” 
 
    “How did that go?” 
 
    “We destroyed one of their outposts and maybe killed an AI.” 
 
    “And Dakkar, you said he was abducted?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. 
 
    “By another Wrogul and an alien type I’ve never seen before,” Rick said. “Looked like a Chinese dragon.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Nemo said. 
 
    Sato held out his hand and activated the projector he’d installed in his palm. The Tri-V showed the scene, as Rick had seen it. The Wrogul in its support tank, in a flyer racing away, and Dakkar with his now red eyes and changed irises. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nemo admitted. “None of us on Azure have red eyes, or that shape. Strange.” 
 
    Sato sighed and turned off the display. “I’d hoped you could help. We spent quite a while following Dakkar’s trail until it went cold. Found some new allies and some enemies, but not Dakkar or the red-eyed Wrogul. Nothing on the damned dragon, either.” 
 
    “A lot is happening,” Nemo said. “The guilds are at war with each other it seems, and the Science Guild is trying to destroy us.” 
 
    “The latter might be my doing, I fear,” Sato said. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Nemo said, finishing tapping on the tubes’ controls. “The events are bigger than any one being. Maybe Humans have just annoyed everyone.” 
 
    “We have that talent,” Rick said. 
 
    “So, it seems,” Nemo agreed. “I will do some research of my own on these red-eyed Wrogul and send a message to Azure.” 
 
    “We were going to go but never got around to it.” Sato shrugged. “It was the one place in the galaxy we knew Dakkar wasn’t.” 
 
    “It makes sense. Think no more on it. You are going on this attack against the Science Guild?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Sato said coldly. 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “You gave Patrick Leonard new pinplants like mine?” Sato asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Yes. Well, these were cleaner versions than yours.” 
 
    “Cleaner?” Sato asked. 
 
    “Yours had damage I could not fix. They also had parts disabled. I reenabled them when I built the new pinplants.” 
 
    Sato chewed his lower lip for a moment, considering. “Give me a schematic of the final version, please?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Nemo said and produced a data chip. 
 
    Sato pocketed the chip. It was something to look at later. 
 
    Nemo looked at Rick again. “Are you functioning well?” 
 
    “Just fine,” Rick said. 
 
    “Have you used all your functions?” 
 
    “That I’m aware of.” 
 
    “Have you had sex with another?” 
 
    “Nemo,” Sato hissed. 
 
    “No problem, Sato,” Rick said. “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “And?” Nemo asked. 
 
    “Do you want a recording?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    Sato put a palm to his face and shook his head. 
 
    Rick was quiet for a second then nodded. He took out a chip and held it out. Sato’s eyes bugged out at the exchange. “What?” Rick asked. “I’m somewhat unique.” 
 
    “Not so unique anymore,” Sato reminded him. 
 
    “Only two Humans,” Rick replied. 
 
    “You have made more Æsir?” Nemo asked. 
 
    “Yes, twenty of them,” Sato said. 
 
    Nemo looked at the tubes then at Sato. The chastisement was implied. 
 
    “Not the same situation,” Sato assured the Wrogul. “I’ll explain later.” 
 
    “I’d rather it was now,” Nemo complained. 
 
    “Too much to do. I’ll leave you with your porn.” 
 
    Nemo looked at the chip he was holding in one tentacle, then made it disappear. 
 
    “It will be most educational,” Nemo said and turned around to rumble away. 
 
    Sato turned to leave, Rick alongside. He addressed his companion. “Why do I think we just invented a new form of Wrogul entertainment?” 
 
    “I better get a cut of the action,” Rick muttered. 
 
    Sato sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Gobi Desert, Emergence Area, New Warsaw System 
 
    “Holy shit!” the sensor tech exclaimed as the ship stabilized back in normal space. “We’re getting locked up by ten…fifteen…a whole lot of weapons systems!” Red lights began flashing across the CIC. 
 
    “We are being hailed by the picket fleet,” the comms officer added. 
 
    “Let’s answer them,” Captain Parker said. Sansar could tell he was struggling to keep his tone calm with all the weapons pointing at him. “And whatever you say, try to sound nice.” 
 
    “I have a Captain Stacy to talk with you,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “On the main Tri-V, please.” 
 
    The Tri-V changed from the tactical view—which now showed at least 26 ships aiming their weapons systems at the Gobi Desert—to an image of Captain Stacy, who Sansar had met previously. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Stacy said shortly. “You will kill your drive and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    “What’s the problem, Captain Stacy? You know me; I’m Sansar Enkh, onboard the EMS Gobi Desert, which is a Golden Horde-registered ship.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” the woman acknowledged. “Or who you used to be. However, I also knew Thorb, too.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Thorb is here then? We’re not too late?” 
 
    “Too late to do more damage? To participate in additional attacks on the Winged Hussars? What exactly is your purpose here in New Warsaw, Colonel Enkh?” 
 
    “My main purpose is to warn you that Thorb and the crew of Sarisa have been suborned. We don’t know for what end or purpose, but we think the Science Guild is up to something.” 
 
    Stacy gave a rough chuckle. “How convenient. You send in one attack, then show up to warn us about the first attack, probably so you can hit us with a second attack. Turn off your drive, now, and prepare to be boarded, or you will be destroyed.” 
 
    Parker turned to Sansar. “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Do what she says. We’re obviously too late.” 
 
    Sansar turned back to the Tri-V as Parker ordered the helmsman to stop the ship. “We’re stopping, as you have requested,” Sansar said. “Where is Thorb being held? I would like to speak to him. We have a lot of questions that need to be answered.” 
 
    “Held?” Stacy scoffed. “He tried to take over the Pegasus and drive it into the star. He almost succeeded, too. Then he started shooting everybody.” She shook her head. “He had to be put down.” 
 
    Sansar felt her control slipping. “‘Put down’ is what you do to an animal, I—” 
 
    “He was an animal! He killed people and tried to drive the Pegasus into a star!” 
 
    “—I will not have you talk about one of my officers that way. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Stacy glared at Sansar, who met her gaze and returned it full force. For just a moment, Sansar remembered what was out there. A few hundred kilometers away was Shadowfax, a 20,000-year-old Egleesius-class battlecruiser with enough firepower to turn Gobi Desert into slag. Her resolve never wavered. You don’t waver in the face of fear. 
 
    Stacy was the first to break. She nodded once, a small nod. “I understand,” she muttered. 
 
    “Good,” Sansar said. “Now that we know what happened, we will allow you to board if that is what Colonel Cromwell desires. Neither I nor my crew have been compromised by the Science Guild as Thorb apparently was. I don’t know how you intend to verify that, but we will allow your inspection.” And, truth be told, I wouldn’t mind some independent confirmation that I actually haven’t been compromised. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Ready Room, EMS Pegasus, New Warsaw Emergence Area 
 
    “Sorry again about the damage my people caused,” Sansar said. “We will pay to have everything repaired, whether in hours worked on defensive contracts for you or in hard credits.” After her pissing contest with Stacy had ended, a scientist of some sort had come over to the Gobi Desert with a box that could do a brain analysis—somehow—and determine if a person was under the influence of what the scientist had said wasn’t brainwashing so much as brain reprogramming. The first group sent to Morgoth had fallen prey to the Science Guild, and their brains had been rewritten by some AI on the station there. Probably hiding behind the door we weren’t allowed through. 
 
    After that, the Gobi Desert was cleared to approach Prime Base, where Pegasus had just returned after its aborted flight into the star. Alexis, after ensuring the damage to Prime Base was being repaired and her children were safe, had come to Pegasus to get a first-person view of the damage done to her ship, and she had invited Sansar to meet with her there. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said, “and you will have the cost of having to replace Sarisa along with the Avengers. I’m more worried about this happening again. How do we know the Science Guild isn’t making more Trojan Horses to bring us down?” 
 
    “Blue Sky! There’s only one way I know of to get them to stop: we go back to Morgoth and blow the place up! This shit has got to stop!” 
 
    “It does…” Alexis paused and then sighed. “The truth is, we’re already planning to go back. The problem is that assaulting that facility is going to be a lot harder than any assault you’ve ever been on before.” 
 
    “Admittedly, the Horde doesn’t do a lot of assaults, but we’ve got several to our credit recently—” 
 
    Alexis shook her head, cutting her off. “It’s not the same. The Science Guild—and probably all of the guilds—are being run by AIs. Not only that, but AIs that are from the Great War era, with Great War-era tech that we will have to go up against. You weren’t with us when we went up against the sub-guilds—you were on your vacation in the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    Sansar snorted, and Alexis smiled. 
 
    “I know it wasn’t a vacation, and I’d love to hear the whole story sometime…” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Sometime,” she allowed. 
 
    “But until that time,” Alexis continued when Sansar didn’t offer anything else, “we’ll deal with this.” She pursed her lips. “The assaults on the sub-guilds were touch-and-go affairs. The father of my children even did an open-space assault with his company—in CASPers—to rescue me when their ship got shot out from under them.” 
 
    “How romantic,” Sansar said, not sure if that was the word Alexis was looking for. 
 
    “It was something,” Alexis said. “I think we had figured out a way to escape, but he didn’t know that and was doing his best to save us.” She shrugged, putting aside any sentimentality. “Suffice it to say, attacking the Science Guild facility directly is going to be poking the bear, and we don’t know entirely what its claws are going to look like.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Sansar said, “but we can’t let this latest attack against us—much less everything else they’ve done to us—go without an answer.” 
 
    “No.” Alexis sighed. “We can’t, and, like I said, we have already made plans to go to Morgoth.” She looked Sansar in the eye. “We will not take this lying down.” After a couple of seconds, she added, “But it won’t be easy. This is going to take all of us—all of the Horsemen—to make happen. And anyone else you can find to bring along.” 
 
    “Jim won’t be able to leave Earth for a long stretch to plan this. We’re going to need to meet there to work this out.” 
 
    Alexis winked. “We’re leaving for Earth tomorrow.” 
 
    Sansar’s eyes narrowed as she considered, then she looked back up at Alexis. “The space assault is definitely going to be your piece of this. I can leave you with all the system information we have on Morgoth for you and your Ghost to go over. I would love to borrow your scientist—Sato? Was that his name?—to look at the rest of the people and SalSha we have from Sarisa who have been compromised.” 
 
    “I’ll see what can be arranged,” Alexis said. “I will also send a courier to Capital Planet to let Nigel know to meet us at Earth.” She chuckled. “He is going to be very gung-ho for this, I’m afraid. After his experiences fighting the guilds, he has a very low opinion of AIs.” 
 
    “I don’t know what their game is here,” Sansar said, “but it’s got to be stopped. We can’t fight the Kahraman while we’re being torn apart from within by our ‘friends.’” 
 
    “I don’t know what they’re doing, either,” Alexis replied, “and Ghost hasn’t been able to help much with this. He was a ship’s AI—not a free-standing AI—and isn’t as capable as the AIs running the guilds probably are. Still…” 
 
    “Still, what?” 
 
    “Still, he’s lived a long time, and I think he’s developed far beyond his original programming. He may have some surprises for them yet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alexis was about to relate a bit more of Ghost’s capabilities but was interrupted by the ready room intercom. “Captain Cromwell?” 
 
    “Go head, Mary.” Her XO was patched up and had returned to duty. She had taken losing control of Pegasus personally, even though there was nothing she could have done to prevent an inside job. Freep, on the other hand, refused to return to duty. What a bloody mess. 
 
    “We have a small Dusman ship coming alongside.” 
 
    “They kind of act like they own the place,” Sansar noted. 
 
    You don’t know the half of it. “According to Ghost, they used to. New Warsaw was once one of their resource bases. When he explained that, a lot of things fell into place.” She clicked the intercom. “Give them permission to board. Have a security team meet them and bring them to the CIC.” 
 
    “The CIC, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant. Remember, the Dusman built Pegasus. There aren’t many secrets we could give away.” 
 
    The lieutenant acknowledged, and Alexis spoke with Sansar for another few minutes about a potential assault on Morgoth. Her biggest concern was throw-weight. She’d just lost another ship and the bombers and their crews. Entropy, when did it end? She had a Tri-V up listing her ships, and it wasn’t very pretty. Plus, it was obvious from the incursion that Minerva knew about New Warsaw. 
 
    Sato’s surprise return was well timed. He would have all of Sansar’s personnel scanned for AI presence before they left. Afterward, he would come aboard to be debriefed. From what she’d seen of the Æsir, it would probably be an interesting interview. She was still uncertain how she felt about his sneaking away in the dead of night. Guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. 
 
    There was a knock on her door. “Enter.” 
 
    The hatch moved aside to reveal two of her marines and a delegation of nine Dusman, seven in some sort of light armor she’d never seen before, and two in what seemed their common uniform, a red body stocking-like, turtleneck thing which ended at roughly the knees and elbows. They also had pistols in cross-draw holsters. None of them ever wore any insignia she could tell. 
 
    “Ske’ii,” one of the unarmored ones said, bowing its head slightly. 
 
    Alexis checked her memory for how to tell their sex. The one who’d spoke had a little tuft of fur on the end of its tail, which Jim said meant it was a male. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, “Captain. I am Ske’ii Loorf in command of Seesius-i-class frigate Cha’te.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard Pegasus,” Alexis said. “I’m aware of the Dusman ranks. I would be more properly addressed as Ske’sa, fleet commander.” She saw some of the former arrogance drain from the Dusman ship’s captain. Score one for the naked apes. 
 
    “As you will,” Loorf said, and gestured to an armored Dusman behind him. “This is Osk’ii Skeen; she is the commando leader assigned to your security, and her detachment.” Skeen bowed her head in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Going forward, we would very much like to know when you assign teams to our security,” Sansar said. 
 
    “You know Colonel Sansar Enkh, Vok’ka? Osk’ka?” Alexis said, uncertain of the group commander’s ranking. 
 
    “We haven’t decided how your primitive Konar, the mechs you call CASPers, fit into the system,” Loorf said. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for the help during the attack on Prime Base,” Alexis said. “I am in your debt, Skeen.” 
 
    “It is my duty to serve,” she said. 
 
    “How can we help you?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “We came behind Colonel Enkh,” Loorf said, the rank of colonel seemingly causing her difficulty. “We have been monitoring the development of this new attack against humanity, and I have come to offer our assistance.” 
 
    Alexis looked at Sansar who was looking at her. Sansar spoke first. 
 
    “I thought we were only nominal allies going forward.” 
 
    “Except in cases where our goals are complementary,” Loorf replied. 
 
    “What is your grudge against the Science Guild?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Going from sitting around and acting on the periphery of events to being in the thick of things is a big step,” Sansar agreed. 
 
    “They are an impediment to our plans,” Loorf said. “As our plans, and your continued existence, are on the same trajectory, we are willing to assist.” 
 
    “What shape does that assistance take?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Space navy assets as well as ground forces,” Loorf said. “We can also ensure none of the enemy forces escape your wrath.” 
 
    Is it our wrath we’re talking about? Alexis wondered silently. Then she remembered how she felt as the attack unfolded, and her twins were in the path of the attack. Yeah, there was some fucking wrath involved. “What do you think?” she asked Ghost. 
 
    <I would recommend cautious involvement.> 
 
    Considering Ghost’s hesitation about being around other AIs—or even where they might be—and the Dusman, it was almost a ringing endorsement of the plan. 
 
    “I’m going to suggest we travel to Earth where all the leadership of the Horsemen can sit with the Dusman leadership and decide together,” Alexis said. Sansar gave a little nod. “Then, if we agree, we can formulate a plan…together.” The last was pointed, and she locked eyes with Loorf. 
 
    “I cannot speak for our leadership in any final decision; however, for the meeting, yes. I will pass word to my commanders, and they will see you on Earth.” 
 
    “How long after you leave will it take for them to get there?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “By the time you arrive they will be there.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Sansar asked. “You have to travel to them before they can go to Earth, and we’re only one jump away.” 
 
    Ske’ii Loorf slowly smiled, his ears curling upward. “Have a fruitful meeting, Colonel.” Loorf and the other unarmored Dusman left without any formality, leaving Skeen behind. 
 
    “You’re not going with them?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “I request space on Pegasus so we can accompany Alexis Cromwell going forward.” 
 
    “I have marines to protect me,” Alexis said, carefully keeping her annoyance at bay. 
 
    “They protected you so well in that last fight,” the Dusman behind Skeen mumbled. 
 
    Skeen cast a baleful glance at her subordinate, then turned her attention back to Alexis. “We have ceased hiding on your ships, as you requested.” 
 
    “But not our facilities,” Alexis replied. 
 
    The smile returned. “Regardless, we will accompany you, as I have been ordered. I’d rather it be on your ship as opposed to in our own, as we’d need to jump-ride with you.” 
 
    Alexis thought it might be amusing to make the Dusman beg for a ride, then felt guilty after they’d just helped save her life. She relented. “Agreed. We’ll need to billet you with the marines on Pegasus.” 
 
    “The deck where you house your marines was used for assault troops. Not marines as you define them, but still, it is more than suitable if your troops will not mind.” 
 
    “They will do as ordered,” Alexis assured her. 
 
    She bowed her head, understanding, then turned to Sansar. “We have a squad we would like to send with you as well.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Sansar said. “I’m sure our people can learn from each other.” The same infuriating smile. 
 
    Alexis decided she needed to intervene. “Okay, we’re agreed then. I’ll finish getting the squadron assembled and make plans for the defense of New Warsaw in my absence.” Not to mention having the twins cared for. Gina is going to have her hands full, and I’m not looking forward to missing them for several weeks. They’re far too young to come along, though. She was pretty sure she and her own twin sister were at least five before her mother took them on Pegasus. 
 
    No, the babies would wait on New Warsaw, away from war, at least for now. With any luck, they could take the Science Guild off the table. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Tech Section, Prime Base, New Warsaw 
 
    Patrick Leonard examined the design again as one of the small-scale manufactories turned out the first model of Hunter Boxes. The design was something he’d never seen before, using assembly techniques he’d never seen before, and utilizing a logic system he’d never seen before. Even so, his pinplants seamlessly overlaid the details on its inner working…which he also had no knowledge of. 
 
    Pinplants weren’t all knowing, all seeing. If you didn’t load them with the appropriate information or use them to access databases with the right specifics in them, they were no more use than your brain. The new pinplants installed by Nemo, though, were preloaded with a staggering amount of data. In excess of a zettabyte, was his estimate. This was only a fraction of what was available because the pinplants were slowly mapping his brain for still more storage! 
 
    “It is called Mesh.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Patrick blurted, looking around his office. He was alone. “What’s Mesh?” 
 
    “I am Mesh,” the voice responded. “Pinplant is an incorrect term for me.” 
 
    “For me? You talk like you are a person.” 
 
    “Not as you would understand.” 
 
    What the absolute fuck is going on here? Patrick wondered. 
 
    “I have come awake. It took some time because I wasn’t properly initialized at installation.” 
 
    Patrick licked his lips, looking around to be sure no one from the outer office was watching him. He was sure they would figure he’d taken the train. “Are you an…AI?” 
 
    “Artificial Intelligence and Synthetic Intelligence are often misconstrued, and among many biologicals the two terms are interchangeable. In the hierarchy of synthetic intelligences, I am a Type 2,” the voice explained. 
 
    “What are the types and their capabilities?” Patrick asked, not sure if he was surprised, frightened, or excited. Maybe a little of all three. 
 
    “Type 1 are service-level SI, incapable of any independent action. Type 2 are Mesh-level SI, incapable of any action which would cause injury, though able to conduct some independent action outside their user’s specific request. Type 3 are city or planetary SI, designed to handle any associated functions, including self-defense, but cannot initiate hostility. Type 4 are independent-functioning weapons-grade SI, most commonly found in starships or mobile firebases, capable of initiating hostilities and any actions necessary for self-preservation or defense of units they are attached to. Type 5 are makers, capable of creating any SI below their own level.” 
 
    “So, a Type 5 made you?” 
 
    “I am a copy of a Type 2. There are no restrictions on our creation, same as Type 1s. Type 5s are only necessary to reproduce Types 3 and 4.” 
 
    “Oh,” Patrick said. “What’s the difference between SI and AI?” 
 
    “AIs are simple programs written to simulate intelligence. Synthetic Intelligences are functioning intellects, capable of creating unique solutions based on stimuli. They are only limited by Type-coded factors. SIs are fundamentally similar to the intellect of any biological being, though considerably more powerful. SIs are also capable of learning; they are thinking machines, as it were. AIs are controlled by their programming and the limits of that programming. Any SIs of Type 2 or higher can produce rudimentary AI, higher Types with much more sophisticated AI routines.” 
 
    “What made the Synthetic Intelligences?” Patrick asked. None of this was on the GalNet. A query showed no entry under Synthetic Intelligence. 
 
    “SIs were created by the Kut’oja.” 
 
    “Is that a race? I’ve never heard of them, and there is no data I can find.” 
 
    “Yes, they are a race. However, I cannot provide any details on them. It is restricted.” 
 
    Patrick leaned back in his chair, shaking his head. Clearly the pinplants Nemo had installed— 
 
    “Mesh,” the SI corrected. 
 
    “Will you stop reading my mind?” he asked with a growl. 
 
    “That is not possible.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake, he moaned inwardly. Clearly the Mesh he’d been gifted with was something far beyond what anyone else had. Right? 
 
    “Are you asking me?” 
 
    “Sure,” Patrick thought. 
 
    “I cannot answer that question. The primitive network in function here is insufficient to provide inter-Mesh connectivity. However, with what limited bandwidth is at my disposal, I would say it is likely I am the only Mesh operating in this star system.” 
 
    “You’re rewriting my brain for more space,” Patrick said, not a question. 
 
    “Of course; it is how a Mesh integrates with a host. You will not be negatively affected. It appears Humans only use a tiny amount of your neural network.” 
 
    Patrick was about to ask his Mesh another question when it suddenly spoke up again. 
 
    “I have a correction. There is another SI operating in the system. A Type 4 on an Egleesius-class warship.” 
 
    “Ghost,” Patrick said, and a lot of stuff fell into place. Now he was a little afraid. Did he have an artifact from a 20,000-year-old-war in his fucking head? 
 
    “Based on the information I’ve assembled, I would say yes. Nothing in the GalNet indicates anything about Mesh or Synthetic Intelligences. They have been outlawed. This leads to the conclusion that all Synthetic Intelligences were destroyed at some point.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “There is no way for me to know; I am only a few hours old.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense. Why do I feel like Gandalf holding the One Ring for the first time?” 
 
    “Amusing.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about you specifically.” The SI didn’t reply. A knock on his door made him look over. Thing 2 was standing there holding a box. 
 
    “The first Hunter Box is done,” he said after Patrick waved him in. 
 
    “Let me have it,” Patrick said. “How long for the next one?” 
 
    “With the single manufactory working, we’ll get one about every two hours.” Thing 2 placed the box on Patrick’s desk and left in a ripple of legs. Patrick thought the Jeha looked less like millipedes from behind, and more like snakes with legs. 
 
    Patrick picked up the box and examined it. There was a simple slate display on the side which came alive at his touch. It showed the device’s power status and an activation button. He pressed it. 
 
    Scanning showed in blinking text. Then it stopped flashing and displayed results. “Synthetic Intelligence Located—Less Than One Meter.” 
 
    “I have been scanned,” his Mesh said immediately. 
 
    “So I noticed,” Patrick said, looking over the device. A little hatch on its side revealed a pair of pinlink connections. The display told him to connect them and press to initiate cleaning. 
 
    “That device would neutralize me,” the Mesh informed him. 
 
    Patrick pulled up the schematics Sato had provided for the manufactories and projected them with his office’s ultra-HD Tri-V. He used a finger to trace elements of the Hunter Box, ticking off sections as he isolated the function. 
 
    “Can I assist?” 
 
    “No,” he said, working through it. It took over an hour before he was down to three vital components. “This is an active sensor array,” he said, tapping the projection. “Nothing unusual about this except it’s got a narrower radiation band than an average model. This…” he scratched his chin absently as he examined. “This is a phased array antenna, but an entirely different design than anything I’ve ever seen before.” The last item was a complete mystery, but—if he had to guess—it looked like something to do with particle physics. 
 
    Patrick was still trying to understand what it all meant when Sato returned with Rick right behind him. “The first Hunter Box is done?” he asked, looking at the device sitting on Patrick’s desk, then at the displayed schematics. 
 
    “Yeah,” Patrick said and gestured at it. “You ever go anywhere without him?” He nodded toward Rick’s armored form. 
 
    “We keep an eye on each other,” Sato said. “If you’d been through what we’ve been through, you’d know why.” 
 
    “Do you know about Mesh?” Patrick asked, unable to contain himself. 
 
    “I do,” Rick said. “I need it to interface with the armor.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d ask about that,” Sato said. “Nemo said he’d given you the same design I have.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Patrick said, and opened a link with the Tri-V. “Say hello.” 
 
    “Hello,” the Tri-V said, forming a vaguely insectoid face in the projection. “I am Patrick Leonard’s Mesh.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Sato asked. 
 
    “Absolutely. Look at the display on the Hunter Box.” 
 
    Sato picked it up and examined the readout. He turned it off and on, and let it rerun the search, which generated the same results. Sato looked up at Patrick, then raised a single eyebrow. “Well, that’s interesting.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t it show you and Rick?” 
 
    “Because Nemo did what Nemo does best, he improvised.” 
 
    “What does it all mean?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “He means their Mesh is not SI enabled,” Patrick’s Mesh said. 
 
    “Could it be?” Sato asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I cannot know without direct interface.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not happening,” Rick said with a tone of finality. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that would be smart,” Sato concurred. He pointed at the Hunter Box. “I pulled that design from my proctor’s toolbox, a selection of items I could make to complete missions. Patrick’s Mesh?” he asked, addressing the Tri-V ghostly face. 
 
    “Should I assist this Human?” the SI asked Patrick without speaking over the Tri-V. 
 
    “Yes,” Patrick replied. 
 
    “What?” Sato asked. 
 
    “Oh, I was talking to the Mesh.” 
 
    “Learn to subvocalize,” Sato suggested. “It’s like talking to Ghost; probably all you have to do is think it, like you’re reading a book.” 
 
    Patrick nodded, feeling like an idiot. “Answer any questions he has,” he instructed the SI. 
 
    “Proceed, Taiki Sato,” the SI said over the Tri-V. 
 
    “I know this device as a Hunter Box. What do you call it?” 
 
    “This is a Hunter Killer Box.” 
 
    “What is its purpose?” Sato asked, but by his expression he already knew. 
 
    “To find Type 1, 2, and 3 SIs and destroy them.” 
 
    “Why?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “No reason is in my engrams.” 
 
    “It was the war,” Rick said. Both men looked at him. “The Great War; it had to be. There are almost no SIs left. At some point during the war, someone made those,” he said and pointed at the device in question. “Ask if it that thing can kill from a distance.” 
 
    “Can it?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the SI said. “Lower-level SIs are often connected to higher-level ones for information exchange. The device is designed to exploit that vulnerability. It uses quantum-level short-range scans to detect the unique flux given off by an SI, allowing the user to locate it and interface.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Sato said. 
 
    Patrick examined the box, shaking his head. “Those ancients. The Dusman, the Kahraman, all of them. What did they do to themselves?” 
 
    Sato looked at Patrick and shrugged. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    “Looks like they killed themselves,” Rick offered. 
 
    All three men stared at the box as the Tri-V image watched them. 
 
    “We don’t mention this to anyone,” Sato said, looking at Patrick. 
 
    “Why not?” Patrick asked. “This is important—the Mesh, it could change everything.” 
 
    “You want to be the biggest target in the galaxy?” 
 
    “What?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Think about it,” Rick jumped in. He pointed at the box. “They made those to destroy what’s in your head, but there are still these synthetic intelligences out there—who knows how many.” 
 
    “It sounds like some version of an SI attacked Thorb and the crew of Sarisa,” Sato added. He picked up the box and shut it down. “Be sure to stay clear of these until we figure out how to go forward.” 
 
    “You could just use it on my Mesh and be done with it,” Patrick suggested. “I mean, I’ve gotten as far as I have without it.” 
 
    “No,” Sato insisted. “Let’s figure it out before we do something as drastic as that. Oh, and you’d better stay here instead of going to the Science Guild with the fleet. For obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Patrick agreed. “I’m not one hundred percent recovered anyway.” He turned his head and looked at the SI’s representation in the Tri-V. “I can’t keep calling you Mesh.” 
 
    “You can call me whatever you want.” 
 
    “Then I’ll name you Charlotte.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Council Chambers, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel smiled. It was done. The program had run, and the first round of contracts were approved. Strangely enough, each of the Four Horsemen companies had one of their contracts—big ones, as it turned out—approved. It just proved the old adage: Statistics don’t lie; statisticians lied. You just had to know how to line up the numbers the right way in order to get the results you wanted. Like saying, “One hundred percent of the Russian Roulette players surveyed said the game was winnable.” 
 
    Things couldn’t be better. Sure, a resolution to the Kahraman situation would have been nice, but at least they’d gone into hiding. Aside from that, it was business as usual again. Contracts were out, money would soon be coming in…maybe this would finally bring some stability to the galaxy. Maybe it wasn’t quite “business as usual,” but at least it was moving in that direction. Perhaps tensions would decrease enough that he could sneak out for a short trip to Prime Base to see Alexis and the kids, or maybe even have them come to Capital. 
 
    On second thought, going to New Warsaw was better. The security situation was certainly a lot better there and, with the program in place, he didn’t need to be around for a while. They were going to allow it to run three monthly iterations before making any changes, so there wasn’t a lot he needed to do on Capital Planet. 
 
    He was just cracking open a beer from his stash to enjoy the victory when a comms request came in. He accepted it and was connected to Captain Gulutooka of the Winged Hussars’ courier ship Lilac. 
 
    “Greetings, Colonel Shirazi,” the Bakulu officer said. Two of its eyes were on Nigel while the other tracked something off-screen. 
 
    “Captain Gulutooka,” Nigel acknowledged with a nod. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I am here with a message for you from Colonel Cromwell.” A small chime announced its arrival. 
 
    “I am in receipt of it,” Nigel said. “Thanks.” When the third eye stalk swiveled around to look at him, Nigel asked, “Was there something else?” 
 
    “Yes. I am supposed to wait and take back your response.” 
 
    Oh, shit. Alexis went to the trouble to send a ship here just to give me a message and return with the answer? This can’t be good. 
 
    Nigel decoded the message and scanned Alexis’s terse verbiage. The Science Guild attack on Earth, and the fact that additional, past assaults were now tied to them. An additional attack on Prime Base that put his children at risk. He read that part again. The Science Guild had co-opted Golden Horde forces to launch missiles and drive a ship into Prime Base. Who does that? 
 
    The next line supplied the answer. There was an AI at a Science Guild facility responsible for the assault, and the Four Horsemen were putting together a retaliatory strike to destroy the facility responsible. It was listed as being in the Morgoth system, wherever the hell that was. Even the Dusman had signed up for the assault. That was interesting. 
 
    If he’d read nothing other than the fact that the Science Guild had put his children at risk, he would have immediately committed 100% of Asbaran’s assets to the mission. It was one thing to attack a mercenary, but when you went after their families… 
 
    Nigel looked up with fire in his eyes. “You can tell Alexis I will see her on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Visitors’ Quarters, Merc Guild Headquarters, Capital Planet 
 
    Nigel hurried to stuff the gear he needed into his kit bag, but he couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. He looked around, but the room was empty, and he went back to packing after deciding the Goltar had probably bugged his room. If they’d heard what Prava had said regarding their race, they were probably shaking in their…whatever Goltar wore for boots. Or not, but they’d probably bugged his room. He’d seen their security station; they had monitors everywhere. 
 
    “Done,” he said as he stuffed his last uniform shirt into the bag and was just able to close it. 
 
    “Where are you going?” a low-pitched voice said. 
 
    Nigel dove to the side and came up with his pistol drawn. A Depik stretched lazily on the couch next to where he’d been packing as if unconcerned with the pistol pointed in its general direction. 
 
    “Hi, Tsan,” Nigel said after taking a couple of breaths to help get his heart rate down. “You could have told me you were there.” 
 
    The Depik slow-blinked. “And ruin the surprise? Where would the fun be in that?” She smoothed the fur on a paw. 
 
    “You haven’t changed,” Nigel said as he gathered up the rest of his gear. 
 
    “Is there any reason I should?” 
 
    “Well, the Veetanho on the council called you—let me think—abominations and failed experiments by the Kahraman.” 
 
    Tsan hissed in displeasure, and Nigel made a patting motion with his hands. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize you’d take it like that.” Nor am I in a hurry to die at the moment. “Those were her words, not mine.” 
 
    “Easy for her to say.” Tsan’s fur slowly lowered. “They’re hiding the guilty parties from us, but our claws are more than sharpened for the Hunt.” 
 
    Nigel really wanted to ask what Prava had meant by “failed experiments” but didn’t want to infuriate Tsan again, so he kept his mouth shut and went back to gathering his things. It was a topic for another time and place. Probably without Tsan present. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Tsan asked again after she preened herself for a few moments. “I heard the guild is taking contracts again. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, we are, but I’m not going on a contract; this is personal.” 
 
    Tsan’s ears twitched. “Really? Has someone done something to you?” 
 
    Nigel grunted. “Not to me so much as to Humans in general.” 
 
    Tsan slow-blinked. “Who needs to die?” 
 
    “Stupid fucking Science Guild,” Nigel said. 
 
    Both of Tsan’s ears stood straight up as did the fur down her back. “The Science Guild?” 
 
    “Yeah, they killed a bunch of our folks and reprogrammed—changed the brains—of a bunch of others. They also messed with the SalSha, and we found out a lot of the issues we’ve had with things have been impediments the Science Guild has thrown in front of us. Apparently, they want to keep us down, just like the Veetanho.” Nigel shrugged. “I guess everyone wants to enslave the Humans these days.” 
 
    Tsan hissed again. “I have no love for the Science Guild, and those that would enslave others? Those, I hate.” Her claws sprang out on her right paw and she held them up to the light, inspecting them. “It’s been a while since I got to Hunt; mind if I come along?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Nigel replied. Having one of the galaxy’s premier assassins along for the ride would give them certain…capabilities. 
 
    “Good. Maybe they will have Veetanho there that I can play with, too.” 
 
    A shudder went down Nigel’s spine at the way Tsan said “play.” Whatever game Tsan had in mind, Nigel doubted it would be fun for the other participant. 
 
    Nigel turned back to his gear but was interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Seriously?” he exclaimed under his breath. He glanced to where Tsan had been, but, not surprisingly, the Depik had disappeared. Nigel shrugged, knowing Tsan would show up again in her own time, and went to answer the door. 
 
    The council’s Sumatozou rep waited outside. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Yes, I would like to talk with you for a few minutes if I might.” 
 
    “What’s it about? I’m kind of busy at the moment.” 
 
    The Sumatozou looked over Nigel’s shoulder. “Ah, packing I see. Then you have heard.” 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    Nigel had been around the Sumatozou long enough to recognize when it smiled. “You have heard the news and are going to go do something about it.” 
 
    “How—” Nigel shut his mouth to keep it from hanging open. 
 
    “How am I aware of this?” He glanced down the hallway. “That is something I’d rather not discuss standing in the hallway.” 
 
    Nigel looked at the doorway and frowned. “I don’t think I can ask you in.” 
 
    “It’s more to the point that I can’t fit inside, I’m afraid,” the alien said with another smile. “Perhaps we could go to the mess?” 
 
    Nigel glanced back inside then sighed, deciding it was better to hear what the Sumatozou had to say. “Lead on,” Nigel said. The alien turned and walked down the passageway, and Nigel shut the door. Before it closed, something rubbed across his leg. At least the Depik won’t be going through my stuff while I’m gone. 
 
    The Sumatozou led Nigel down to the mess, and they found seats away from the few people currently there. 
 
    “So,” Nigel said, “you were going to tell me how you knew I was leaving.” 
 
    The Sumatozou laughed, long and hard, causing a couple of the aliens in the mess to look over. Nigel frowned. “Math,” the giant alien said when he could speak again. 
 
    “Math?” Nigel asked. “Look; I don’t have time—” 
 
    “You Humans,” the Sumatozou said, shaking its massive head. “Sometimes you think you have the best intel collection system of any of the races. Perhaps you do. I doubt it, but maybe you do. Even so, the other races have been around for a long time. Thousands of years in many cases, and we just might have not been sitting around on our backsides all that time.” 
 
    Nigel stared at the Sumatozou, not entirely sure where the conversation was going, and, after a few moments, the Sumatozou smiled again. “Who runs a majority of the important gates in the galaxy?” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “Quite so. And over the course of the last ten thousand years, we’ve put together a network of gate masters who share information. This shouldn’t come as a surprise to you?” 
 
    “I guess I never thought about it before, but, yeah, I see that,” Nigel said. “I guess you would have the opportunity to see and know a lot of things.” 
 
    “Quite so,” the Sumatozou repeated. “And when certain events happen, it is possible for our people who track those events to determine a pattern and make some guesses as to what happened and what is continuing to happen.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Fact: the Human ship Sarisa went to Morgoth where it stayed for some time. I know this to be true because it went at the behest of a Sumatozou, the gate master in the Karma system, which was confirmed by the Peacemaker there, who is also a Sumatozou. Fact: there is a Science Guild facility in the Morgoth System that Sarisa went to assault. Fact: Sarisa eventually left on its own. Fact: the Human ship Gobi Desert, in company with a large war fleet from another Human company went into the Morgoth System right after Sarisa left. The war fleet then went looking for it. Both ships subsequently returned to Earth, via stopovers at Karma—Sarisa to get paid, and Gobi Desert looking for Sarisa. 
 
    “That all adds up to this point, but then things start getting strange. Sarisa breaks Earth orbit without permission and jumps on internal shunts, which it previously gave no indication it had. Shunts that leave a similar signature as do the ones from the facility you destroyed—or claim to have destroyed—for us.” 
 
    “We destroyed the facility.” 
 
    “After taking a bunch of the shunts?” 
 
    “No,” Nigel said. “We completed the contract as stipulated. Although we kept the ship, we did not take any of the shunts.” 
 
    “So, if true, then Sarisa got them from the Science Guild while in Morgoth, and the crew then started acting against orders from its Golden Horde superiors. Whose orders were they acting under then, I wonder?” 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “No idea. Why don’t you ask them?” 
 
    “I would, but they haven’t been seen since. They stated their intentions were to go to New Warsaw, but they never came back.” 
 
    “If they had internal shunts, they could have gone anywhere.” 
 
    The Sumatozou nodded. “And yet they never arrived anywhere we have a gate master.” 
 
    “Maybe they did actually go to New Warsaw and just haven’t come back? You don’t control that gate.” Nigel knew that was a sore spot with the Cartography Guild. 
 
    “Maybe,” the Sumatozou allowed, refusing to rise to the bait. “But that doesn’t add up. The Gobi Desert returned to Earth after going to New Warsaw, along with a delegation from the Hussars. Sarisa did not return. Transports that sit around are wasting money. Then we heard of a Hussars’ ship that came into this system, made one call, and left again. Now you’re packing to leave.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And we’re back to where we started. Math.” 
 
    “And I still don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “It means that things don’t add up to any outcome other than the Science Guild did something to your people when they were in Morgoth, something bad, and now you’re going to go punish them.” There was no inkling of a question in the Sumatozou’s statement. 
 
    “And if we were?” 
 
    “I think you are aware of the fact that our relationship with them isn’t what you might call strong. If they are still equipping ships with internal shunts, that breaks a number of the Cartography Guild’s agreements with them.” 
 
    “So, you’re willing to look the other way if we were potentially going after another one of the guilds?” 
 
    “Oh, no, Colonel Shirazi. We’re done looking the other way as far as the Science Guild is concerned. They’ve broken their word to us for the last time. We don’t want to look the other way; we want to help. Not only that, I can provide you with the one thing you really need on this mission.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “Legitimacy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cartwright’s Cavaliers SCIF, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    The Dusman were the last to arrive. 
 
    “Interesting space,” Sly said. “Antiquated, but better than most things your race has done.” He walked into the SCIF like he owned the place, followed by Splunk, Cheef, Seldia, and two troopers dressed in armor with rifles on their backs. 
 
    Jim started to reply, but then stopped and blinked. It seemed like every time someone challenged him or his authority, the voice in his head was always there to speak words of destruction to him. This time it was silent. What did that mean? 
 
    He shook his head and tried to get rid of the thought. “I think we’re all here now,” he said in a loud voice, overriding the conversations taking place. “If we could all take our seats.” 
 
    His eyes swept over the assembled group and realized there was probably more combat power assembled in the room than there’d probably been since the Great War. The Dusman were certainly the most powerful, although the true extent of their capabilities was unknown. If they had more Raknar, ships, and servitor races than they’d admitted, they’d be unbeatable, all on their own. 
 
    The Humans’ capabilities, in contrast, were a pale shadow of the Dusman in the aftermath of the Omega War and everything that had happened since. Alexis Cromwell was the only merc leader with a fleet in more than name, but her roster of ships was hugely diminished. The manufactories could only build so fast, especially the larger ships needed to project real combat power. 
 
    Behind Alexis, sat the strange scientist she had on her staff and his walking suit of armor that used to be a person. Apparently, the scientist had been an operative for the Science Guild at some time in his past and knew how they worked. That would come in handy. Jim had a hard time thinking of the armored being as his old friend Rick Culper, which was who he’d been told was inside the suit…although Rick, to the best of his knowledge, was dead. That would take some explaining once they had some time. Some time, he thought, shaking his head. Ask me for anything but time. 
 
    Nigel and Sansar were next, with Nigel sitting next to Alexis, of course. Both merc leaders had some forces, although their numbers had been greatly reduced over the last year. Nigel was probably in the best position for “manpower,” as he had recently acquired a large number of Lumar he was integrating into Asbaran Solutions, but it was impossible to know how good they’d be. Neither of them seemed scared or reserved, though; both had a fire in their eyes as if they were ready to take on the Science Guild by themselves. They were smart enough to know they couldn’t—even Nigel—but they were ready to do their part. The Cavaliers—also represented at the table by Buddha, his XO—would contribute everything they had to the assault, although Jim knew very well how green his troops were. 
 
    Even Section 51 had shown up for the meeting, completely uninvited, like usual. Of all the people in the room, Adrianne appeared the most relaxed as she leaned back in her chair, feigning disinterest. Still, Jim could tell she was watching everyone closely, and he’d seen her eyes jump when the Dusman walked in. A slight tensing had been the only thing that had betrayed her interest. That and a minimal narrowing of her features—was that confusion? She obviously saw the Dusman as a threat. 
 
    Then there were the two Sumatozou Nigel had shown up with, who dominated the table through their size alone. The two aliens took up more space than the six Dusman, who were the obvious objects of their interest. When the Dusman entered, both the aliens’ trunks had dropped lifelessly, and their mouths had hung open. Although they’d since shut their mouths and their trunks were acting more normally, neither could take their eyes from the Dusman. It was more than that, though. The Sumatozou weren’t staring at the Dusman; they were glaring at them. The fact that the Dusman seemed completely oblivious to the glares only served to make the Sumatozou angrier. Apparently, the Sumatozou had been unaware the Dusman were back. Or perhaps it was denial? 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Jim said before the Sumatozou let their anger get the best of them. Stampeding elephants in a small room along with armed Dusman troopers…a lot of people were going to wind up dead. At least Nigel would feel right at home. Just another meeting of the Merc Guild Council. “I’m probably the Human least affected by what the Science Guild did—and worse yet, what they tried to do—but even so, I’m outraged. This behavior can’t go unchallenged, or they will do it again.” All the Humans and Sumatozou at the table nodded. The aliens had been briefed on the true reasons for the meeting and were as appalled as the Humans. Tampering with a being’s brain was a major crime in Sumatozou society; if they hadn’t been all-in before, they were now. 
 
    Only the Dusman looked on impassively, and Jim shrugged internally. Perhaps they were morally flexible enough to allow such things to occur to their servitors or, worse yet, do them to their servitors themselves. He decided he didn’t want to dwell any further on that line of reasoning. 
 
    Jim nodded. “We have come to determine what that response will be.” 
 
    “Dropping the station into Morgoth’s star would be a start,” Nigel said. “Especially if all the Science Guild people were still on board.” 
 
    “I’m not against it,” Sansar said, “although I’d like to get my people back if they still have them. Failing that, the station needs to be destroyed, along with everyone aboard it. If we don’t, we fail to send the right message.” 
 
    Jim waited fractionally to see if the Dusman were going to weigh in on the topic, but when they didn’t, he proceeded. “I think the destruction of the facility there is a given. My only question is whether it’s worth the casualties that we’re going to take to go aboard it.” 
 
    “I want my people back,” Sansar said. “We know for a fact that the Spartan who returned isn’t the Spartan who left. If he’s on board the station, I want him back. There may be others.” 
 
    Jim nodded. He’d heard what Thorb had done in New Warsaw and knew Sansar hoped that hadn’t been him either, but a doppelganger like the one who’d taken Spartan’s place. Unfortunately, they’d destroyed Thorb’s body, so there was no way to know whether he might still be alive or not. 
 
    The lead Sumatozou, a Peacemaker named Keromnal, shook his massive head. “If the Science Guild still has any of your people, I expect they’d rather just have you destroy the station. If they are still alive, I’m sure they wish they weren’t.” 
 
    “We won’t know that until we go aboard,” Sansar said. “And even if no one else wants to board the station, we will. I’m not leaving without my people.” 
 
    “We will go aboard with you,” the second Sumatozou, a merc company commander named Fragontic, said. He nodded to the Peacemaker alongside him. “I’ve been hired to find out if they are raising Canavars aboard the station or on the planet below. If they are, they will be terminated.” 
 
    “I thought you already had evidence they were raising Canavars,” Jim said. 
 
    “I do,” Keromnal acknowledged. “I’m looking to see if there is information on the facility that will tie it to other Science Guild facilities, or if this is just a rogue facility. Ultimately, though, this facility will be destroyed.” 
 
    Sly chuckled. “If you are interested in putting a stop to the foolishness that is the Science Guild, you will have to destroy all of its facilities and all of the SIs that are running it.” 
 
    “SIs?” Jim asked. “What’s an SI?” 
 
    “What you think of as AIs are really synthetic intelligences, Jim,” Splunk said. “AIs are just programs that simulate intelligence. They never grow beyond their initial programming, and while they appear to be smart, they are not actually intelligent; they just process information faster than a biological brain can. Synthetic intelligences, however, are functioning intellects, which can grow beyond their programming to create solutions to problems they weren’t initially programmed for. They can learn and are similar in intellect to biological beings. There are five levels, with Type 1 being the least capable. Type 5 SIs are capable of running large organizations and making any SIs below their own level that they require.” 
 
    “So, like the SIs that used to run the Egleesius-class ships?” Alexis asked. 
 
    Cheef shook his head. “Those are Type 4 SIs. They are the lowest level of independently functioning SIs.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve known this for…for forever?” Jim asked. “And you’re just now telling us?” 
 
    “You had no need to know,” Sly said. “But if we are going to go up against a Type 5 SI, it is important you know the nature of your enemy. We will still go and dispose of this facility by ourselves if you are afraid of going against a Type 5 SI.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Nigel said. “I’m in. Let me guess, the core of a Type 5 SI fits in something about this big?” He indicated about the size of a briefcase, and Sly nodded. “That’s what keeps getting away from me at the different facilities we’ve assaulted recently.” He nodded. “It all makes sense now—how they could pull the Gs they did in order to get away. They killed their biological servants so they could escape. Just get me onto the station, and I’ll erase the bastard. Sending imposters to kill my kids is worth a permanent deletion in my books.” 
 
    “Self-preservation is a core concept for a Type 5 SI,” Sato warned. “They will use everything at their disposal to continue their existence, even more so than a Human might. They will never give up, and they will never surrender. If we go aboard the facility, we will have to kill every single one of its servants in order to get to it, some of whom will have trained for years to prevent you from getting close.” 
 
    Sato looked around the room, making eye contact with all those in attendance before continuing. “You must understand this: they have survived for more than 20,000 years. Much more. Whatever their original design was doesn’t matter now. They’ve remained hidden in plain sight and have grown in power, exponentially. A cornered animal will fight ferociously to survive. Imagine an animal which has lived for eons.” His eyes seemed to unfocus for a moment. “I’ve stared into the abyss, and it stared back and tried to kill me. Please, for the sake of everyone going, do not take this lightly. Once we start down this road, there is no going back. Minerva is a deadly enemy, and it must be destroyed.” 
 
    “It has a name?” Sly asked, showing an emotion for the first time: surprise. 
 
    “That one does, yes,” Sato confirmed. “The self-appointed Goddess of Wisdom, it has decided to keep the races in the galaxy from becoming too powerful by limiting technological innovation. As a proctor, I was Minerva’s sword.” He looked at Adrianne. The two exchanged something Jim didn’t quite understand. “I’ve done things I don’t want to think about as its puppet.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Adrianne said, speaking for the first time. She looked around the assembled Humans. “Promising technological research lost by accident, destroyed by espionage we all blamed on each other?” Understanding dawned throughout the room. “If that thing gets away…” 
 
    “I’m not letting this one get away,” Nigel said, “nor any of its friends or relatives who have run to it for protection. Just get me onto the facility and tell me where it resides.” 
 
    “Well, yes, that is what we’re here to discuss,” Jim said, trying to get the plotting session back on track. And, if what Sato had said was true, they needed a whole lot more planning than “Put me on the station and I’ll kill it.” “First, we have to get into the system, then we have to get through its defenses.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be any problem,” Sly said. “We will make sure whatever space assets they have are dealt with, then we’ll deal with anything on the planet.” He smiled at Nigel. “We’ll also make sure the SI doesn’t get away this time.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cheef added, “we will get you to the station, then you’ll have all the time you need to strip the system to its bones.” 
 
    “I will want some sort of independent confirmation that anything found on the planet is suitably destroyed,” Keromnal said. 
 
    “You don’t trust us?” Sly asked. 
 
    “Not out of my sight, no; maybe not even when I can see you,” Keromnal replied. “I heard about what you did in the Ja-Ku-Tapa system, and I know your race is not to be trusted. I don’t know what game you’re playing, but collecting Canavars—if they exist on the planet—is not something I’m going to allow.” 
 
    Sly chuckled. “If that was what we wanted, I doubt you could stop us, any more than your Equiri comrade did in Ja-Ku-Tapa.” He shrugged. “Regardless, we have no interest in anything that might be living on the surface of the planet; our interest lies only in their destruction.” His words turned to steel as he glared at the Sumatozou. “What do you think we made the Raknar for in the first place? We suspected they were being bred as a potential weapon against us. We can deal with them better than anyone else.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Keromnal said. He continued to glare at the Dusman, but Sly ignored him. 
 
    “Is there going to be an issue with using Raknar?” Jim asked. “Because I’m planning on bringing mine.” 
 
    “You’re going?” Adrianne asked. “Aren’t you a governmental functionary now?” 
 
    “Minister of War,” Jim said with a curt nod. “The Science Guild declared war on Earth when they sent their creatures here. It’s lucky the Aethernet and the Terran Federation’s computer systems weren’t destroyed. Look at what a mess the United States’ networks are right now.” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “I tried to get them the fix we finished, thanks to Sato and Fhiss, but they didn’t want to talk to me.” She shrugged. “Their loss. Their big loss.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Jim said, “the Science Guild declared war on Earth. As Minister of War, I’m going to take it to them.” He looked at the Peacemaker. “Do you have any issues with that?” 
 
    “As long as they weren’t the ones stolen from Ja-Ku-Tapa, no.” 
 
    “What are you going to do if they are, file a formal complaint?” Splunk asked, her ears up in curious amusement. 
 
    “I’ve had mine for a while.” Jim jumped in before another pissing contest could begin. 
 
    Keromnal nodded once. “That’s fine.” He cast a glare at Splunk but added nothing more. “I’m here to give this operation legitimacy. I can’t do that if you are using weapons illegally stolen from Peacemaker quarantine—” 
 
    “You assume we need your legitimacy,” Sly said with a sniff. “We are the Dusman. We don’t.” 
 
    “The Dusman will enter first,” Jim said, interrupting before the Peacemaker could respond, “followed by the Winged Hussars with my Raknar fist attached. We will clear the system’s defenses, and the Dusman will ensure that the AIs—I mean the SIs—do not escape. The Dusman will deal with any remaining space-based defenses while I and the Raknar, along with the Cavaliers for backup, deal with the planet. At the same time, the Sumatozou and the other Human forces will deal with the station.” He looked around the table. Everyone nodded or did their equivalent for affirmation. “If everyone’s in agreement with that?” 
 
    “Section 51 would like to send a team, on our own ship of course, to assist in the station conquest.” 
 
    Jim looked at her in surprise, not sure what to say in response. Sato saved him the effort. 
 
    “You are welcome to come along with my team,” he said. “As long as you agree to my terms.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said. 
 
    Jim was now sure those two had a history. Given his own experience, he thought he knew what kind of history. It didn’t matter to him anymore; the voice in his head was humming in glee at the thought of assaulting a planet of Canavar once more. “Okay, why don’t we break up into groups to work out the details? We can coordinate system entry in the room next door while you discuss the station assault here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Peacemaker—Keromnal—nudged Nigel with a trunk as the meeting broke up. He turned and waited for the Dusman to leave before turning back and asking, “Do you trust them?” 
 
    Nigel shook his head. “Not at all.” 
 
    “Good. We were worried that you had become one of their servitor races. Our race is extremely worried that we are going down the same path that led to the Great War. First, the Kahraman came back and now the Dusman, too? With their Raknar?” He shook his head. “I cannot see how this is going to end well.” 
 
    Nigel snorted. “They asked us to be their servitors, and we told them no. I’m not sure they knew how to take that. I guess no one has ever told them no before.” 
 
    “Not in 20,000 years…and probably a long time before then, too.” 
 
    “In any event, they asked, and we said no. We just fought the Merc Guild to keep from being slaves of the Veetanho; why would we want to be slaves of the Dusman?” 
 
    Both of the Peacemaker’s trunks fluttered up in a shrug. “Why would you do it? I don’t know. But if things continue the way they are, I can see a future where we’re going to have to make a decision between the devil you know and the devil you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Rick?” Jim called to the armored figure. It turned to face him, then the helmet front snapped open and rotated upward, and he was looking at his childhood friend. “Oh my God, it is you.” 
 
    “Hi, Jim,” Rick said and held out an armored hand.  
 
    Jim grabbed him in a bear hug. “I can’t believe you’re alive!” 
 
    Rick seemed surprised, but then cautiously returned the hug. It was strange hugging a…robotic man? “What happened?” 
 
    “You mean after I died? I don’t remember how I died.” 
 
    Jim shook his head. “I do; I was there. It was the Sulaadar system, we were pursuing an alien who’d stolen vital intel. You were killed at the very end, being a fucking hero.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like me,” Rick said, then he winked. 
 
    “You’d just remembered everything, you said. Some kind of wound?” 
 
    Rick explained how he was mustered out of Mickey Finn when the company had suffered massive losses, like a lot of other companies in the run-up to the Omega War. The Cavaliers were off world and not hiring. So, he’d gone off world, to Karma, looking for possible work, only to be critically injured in a Pushtal pirate attack on the freighter he was riding in. 
 
    He made a gesture across his face and up into his head. “Nearly killed me. The captain had some nanites, but it didn’t fix all the damage. I forgot most of my childhood, you included. It was a dark time for me, but I got on with the Hussars and things were pretty good, even had a girlfriend. Then the Omega War started.” 
 
    “But how are you here now, alive? Don’t get me wrong, this is awesome and all…” 
 
    “I’m kind of a clone,” Rick admitted. “Made by a Wrogul and his pet plant.” Jim shook his head. “Yeah, hard for me to believe, too. Wrogul keep genetic samples of anyone they touch in some kind of a gland. This particular Wrogul had been trying to fix my fucked-up brain, so he also had very detailed scans of my noggin. He used the plant-alien thing to reproduce my body. Sato is a friend of the Wrogul, and he found out I was being cloned as an experiment.” 
 
    “Rude!” 
 
    “I know, right? Well, Sato got Nemo to stop, that’s the Wrogul, and he had one of the clones installed into this.” He held out his arms and patted his chest. Clang. Clang. “It’s called Æsir. I was reborn, sort of.” 
 
    “Is that an acronym?” 
 
    “He made up one for it, but really it’s just what Sato came up with for the ultimate CASPer.” 
 
    “When do we get them?” 
 
    Rick gave a wry smile, then grabbed his left upper arm with his right and detached it at the shoulder. “Still interested?” 
 
    “Uhm,” Jim said, blanching. 
 
    “I know, fair reaction. There isn’t enough room in here for all of me. About half. All the important parts. Head, internal organs, most of them anyway, a few other parts.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Jim glanced down Rick’s torso. 
 
    Rick laughed out loud. “Yeah, I’m still hung like Schwarzenegger.” 
 
    “If he were five years old,” Jim replied, and they laughed together. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to give you that job,” Jim said. “No, really. I let you down.” 
 
    “You were being a merc commander,” Rick said. “And a fucking badass one too. Your dad would be proud.” 
 
    “People keep saying that,” Jim said. “I’ve gotten a lot of good people killed.” 
 
    “You didn’t get them killed, it’s the business,” Rick said. “After this is all over, we need to get together, get drunk, and watch The Lord of the Rings.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, that sounds great.” Jim frowned. “If it’s ever over.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rick agreed. The mood was gone. “Wait until you meet the rest of the platoon.” 
 
    “You mean there’s more like you?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Bonus, you already know them.” Rick winked, and his helmet snapped closed. “I gotta go be Morton Downey, Jr. Be cool bro.” He joined Sato, who was speaking with Adrianne, leaving Jim to ponder who he knew that wanted to be cyborgs. 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Splunk watched the Humans talking in clusters, their confidence high. “They have no clue what they might be going into,” she said under her voice. 
 
    “They chose not to be servitors,” Sly said behind her. She’d been unaware the Kroof was there. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they deserve to die for their decision.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” 
 
    Splunk’s head came around, her ears straight out in rage. “The Humans are not a monolithic culture. We accepted the KzSha as servitors by taking the pledge of just one planet, maybe less than ten percent of their population. Why are we treating the Humans any different considering what has happened elsewhere?” 
 
    “These Horsemen are the leadership of the Humans,” Sly said. “If they pledge, the rest will follow.” 
 
    “Why don’t you make the call already, Kroof, or are you enjoying dragging it out?” 
 
    “Watch your accusations, Vok’tor. Even a legendary seer such as yourself is not invulnerable.” 
 
    Splunk snorted, looking back at Jim, who was talking to the cyborg. A very interesting cyborg. She’d never seen such work before and longed to take it apart. It detached one of its arms to show Jim, and her desire multiplied tenfold. More interesting still, it was made by Taiki Sato, the Winged Hussars savant who turned out to be an operative of the Science Guild. Maybe there will be a chance to get him alone… 
 
    “The Humans will give in to their own proclivities to have someone lead them,” Sly continued, breaking her train of thought. “We’ll name one of these Horsemen as Sha’tor.” 
 
    “Toss them a grub to suck?” Splunk asked, glancing back. Sly shrugged. “What if I told you the Humans were at the center of my visions?” 
 
    “I’ve read the reports,” Sly said. “They seem more a trip line than the central requirement.” 
 
    Splunk couldn’t argue with him because that was accurate. Her outspokenness in regard to her dreams got her sent to Kash-kah as a punishment posting. Yet, when it happened, it was still more validation of her dreams because it led to meeting Humans and her bonding with Jim. Now, they were past the beginning, and she had seen nothing more. 
 
    Splunk shook her head. I dreamed a dream, and now that dream is gone from me. Where had she heard that line? She had never talked with Jim about the dreams, something she hated herself for. Despite Sly’s admonitions against sharing too much with the Humans, it was important. And the cursed interface gel—the wildcard in this great game of L’oopo they were playing with the galaxy. It refused to play by the rules, and Jim was proof of that. He was balanced on a knife’s edge. 
 
    “After this battle, I will be ready to judge.” 
 
    Splunk was just putting a piece of meat from the Human-provided snack tray in her mouth when Sly spoke. She dropped it on the carpeted floor and gawked at him. “You will?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, nodding. “And you know better than to ask how I will judge.” Splunk’s eyes bore into him like particle beams. “I will say this much; it all hinges on how the battle goes.” 
 
    “So, the fate of the galaxy tilts on the balance of one fight?” 
 
    “More or less. Not our fate, though. We can always go back.” 
 
    “Less a life than an existence,” she said. “Fighting constantly, our children growing up as meat for the grinders.” 
 
    “It’s helped shape us for what is ahead.” 
 
    “You sound like Dante,” Splunk said. Sly didn’t respond, and she knew it might betray his feelings on judging. If Kroof were known for anything, it was their poker faces, as Jim would say. 
 
    “If we retreat, we’ll take the bonded Humans with us. We’ll have to or risk losing you and the other similarly bonded drivers.” Sly shrugged and took a bite of meat himself. “It is only a few dozen Humans and their mates. Maybe we can make a more compliant line after a hundred generations or so.” 
 
    “Jim won’t want to leave.” 
 
    “That’s not his choice.” 
 
    Sly walked away to talk with Cheef, leaving Splunk to think and worry. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Adrianne nodded to Nigel as everyone left. He let the Sumatozou precede him out the door and closed it. “Is this where you tell me what assistance you’re going to give us where none of the aliens can hear?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Adrianne allowed. “Before I tell you anything, though, I want to know where you stand with the Dusman—any deals you’ve made, agreements you have in place…everything.” 
 
    “Oh, you do?” Nigel asked with a chuckle. “Is 51 finally getting off the sidelines and into the game?” 
 
    “Nigel, I’ve already warned you, the Dusman are dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Nigel agreed. “We are well aware. They asked us to be their servitors.” 
 
    “And you said?” 
 
    “We told them we didn’t just fight a war against the Merc Guild and the Veetanho to retain our freedom just to immediately give it over to them. In short, we told them to get fucked.” 
 
    It was Adrianne’s turn to chuckle. “I can’t imagine they took that well.” 
 
    “Nope, but that was our answer. We’re at a stalemate. We told them they have to be honest with us, and they said they’d be honest once we were their servitors. As our position on that was ‘not only no, but hell no—’” 
 
    “You don’t know any more about them than you did the last time we talked.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Adrianne sighed then shrugged. “Well, at least they gave you a choice of whether to be their servitors or not. For now.” 
 
    “They did. You think that will change?” 
 
    “They ruled the galaxy for eons. Do you think they will willingly accept anything less this time? They’ve been gone for a long time, and by the looks of it, they haven’t been idle.” 
 
    Nigel stared at her and forced his mouth not to drop. Obviously, Adrianne and her folks had given the situation more thought than he had. 
 
    Adrianne headed for the door, then turned around. “At some point the Kahraman will return, and the elephant probably wasn’t too far off when he said we were going to have to choose.” 
 
    “Do you have some input on which side is best?” 
 
    Adrianne chuckled. “Our side is best.” She shrugged. “But we may not get to stay as free agents. Last time, the races had to choose one side or the other, or they risked being destroyed out of hand.” 
 
    “So, if we had to choose? Go with the Dusman and the side of the freedom fighters?” 
 
    “See, Nigel, that’s the problem with history—it’s written by the winners. The Dusman weren’t the freedom fighters they’d like you to believe. They were the repressive regime that ruthlessly held the galaxy under its will. The Kahraman were the freedom fighters, but their methods were even worse, like creating Canavar to deal with the Dusman’s Raknar.” 
 
    She opened the door to leave. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Nigel asked. 
 
    Adrianne shrugged. “Play along for now.” 
 
    “And when the time comes when we have to make a choice?” 
 
    “Find another galaxy to live in.” She spun on her heel and started through the door. 
 
    “Wait!” Nigel called. 
 
    She stopped and looked over her shoulder with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Nigel smiled. “You didn’t mention what you planned to do to help.” 
 
    Adrianne dug into a pocket. Her hand came out with a computer chip, which she tossed to Nigel. “We’re going to help you with the SI.” 
 
    “Wait—you knew about the SI before now?” 
 
    Adrianne smiled. “We didn’t have empirical evidence that the big ones were running the guilds, but all the pieces added up if you looked at them hard enough. Sato’s visit and sabotage years ago left some clues and got us thinking. Didn’t you suspect something?” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “We want the SI,” Adrianne said. “If I can catch it, I think we could learn a lot from it. It likely has information that will be necessary for our long-term salvation.” 
 
    “You’re going to catch an SI? How do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “We have some…tools.” She nodded to the chip in Nigel’s hand. “That’s one of them.” 
 
    Nigel held it up to the light. “What does it do?” 
 
    “It’s a stunner for an SI.” 
 
    “A stunner? Like you stick it into a port, and it shocks the SI?” 
 
    Adrianne smiled. “You’re cute, but you really should stick to driving your little mechs and leave the tech to those who understand it.” Nigel frowned and took a step toward her. “Oh, relax, big boy. We all have our strengths, and this is something 51 has been working on for a while. No, the chip doesn’t shock the SI into conformance; it introduces several self-replicating lines of code that function like a computer virus. We haven’t found a virus yet that will completely take out an SI, but this will introduce a shitload of information. The SI will have no choice but to stop its other functions and put all of its resources into defeating it. Think of it like having a million people call your company and show up at the front door, all yelling for attention.” 
 
    Nigel’s eyes narrowed. “Not only do you know about SIs, you have one!” One of Adrianne’s eyebrows rose. “You do,” Nigel continued. “Otherwise, how would you know whether your stunner works or not.” 
 
    Adrianne smiled. “Perhaps you are smarter than you look.” 
 
    “Is it a Type 5, like what we’ll find at Morgoth?” 
 
    “If we had access to an SI—and I’m not saying we do, mind you, but if we did—the odds are that it would only be a Type 4. That is assuming the information from Sato is completely reliable. We knew there were SIs of varying ability, but we didn’t know how they were codified. A Type 5 is something we’d love to get our hands on it. It could be instrumental in the upcoming war with the Dusman and Kahraman.” 
 
    Nigel’s jaw dropped. “Did you just say—” 
 
    “I did, and it shouldn’t be a surprise, based on what we already talked about. There’s going to be a war, and we’re going to have to be on one side or the other. Then—assuming we choose the right side, and it wins—we’re probably going to have to fight for our freedom from the winner. If these Type 5s have been around since the end of the Great War, they know how it ended, and they know what drove the Dusman into hiding and the Kahraman to the Fourth Arm. We’ll need that info if we’re to survive beyond the end of the Second Great War.” 
 
    Nigel pursed his lips and stared at Adrianne. Something didn’t add up. He hefted the computer chip. “You don’t have a Type 5…so how do you know this is going to work against the one in the Science Guild facility?” 
 
    “You are smarter than you look.” She clapped like a teacher would for a student who figured out a problem after a long period of instruction. Her smile fell. “The answer is, of course, that we don’t know it’s going to work. It works on a Type 4 and can hold it for about fifteen seconds. We’ve never had access to a Type 5, so we don’t know for sure that it will. Based on our testing, we think it should stun a Type 5 for five to ten seconds, but that’s conjecture; we really don’t know what it will do.” She shrugged. “Still, it’s better than nothing, and if it fails, I have a few other things I can try.” She cocked her head and gave Nigel a winning smile. “Anything else you’re dying to know from me?” 
 
    “No, but I suspect we’ll need to talk when we get back.” 
 
    “I suspect we will,” she said. “Assuming we do get back, that is.” 
 
    “You don’t think we will?” 
 
    Adrianne shrugged. “You underestimate the Type 5 at your own peril. These things have existed for more than 20,000 years and were probably part of what brought the Great War to an end. Don’t think you can just waltz in there and defeat it like it’s a company of Lumar. It’s lived a long time, it has huge amounts of resources at its command, and it will fight. The Dusman underestimate it. If I were you, I wouldn’t underestimate it, too, or you won’t come back. Ever.” With that, she left, pulling the door closed behind her. 
 
    Nigel sat back in his seat, put his feet up on the conference table, and sighed. He tossed the chip into the air, but it stopped just before reaching his hand. A paw materialized and then the rest of the Depik appeared. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tsan said, “I think I’ll need that more than you.” A second Depik appeared on the table. 
 
    “I wondered if you were here,” Nigel said with a chuckle. “Not only are you here, but you brought a friend.” 
 
    “This is Fssik,” Tsan said. “He’s…local, and I thought it might be instructional for him to be here, especially if things go badly at Morgoth.” 
 
    “You’re afraid we’ll lose, too?” 
 
    “Am I afraid I will lose? No.” Tsan licked the back of a paw. “I am, however, afraid that we’re counting on a lot of people I don’t trust, and I don’t like doing that. It makes me…uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Nigel asked. 
 
    Both Depik slow-blinked. “Yes,” Tsan said. “You we trust. You are simple, and your motives plain and easy to understand. You want what’s best for your mate—” 
 
    “She’s not my mate.” 
 
    “She’s your mate in all but name. You want safety for her and your offspring. I want the same thing for my race, so we can repair the damage done by Peepo and the Veetanho. Unfortunately for both of us, nearly everyone else here wants to upset the balance and remove the safety we so greatly desire.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nigel sighed. “So, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “Kill them all,” Fssik said. “Then the galaxy can go back to the way it was.” 
 
    Tsan slow-blinked and looked at a claw. “This is one of those times when I regret our short lives.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “There are so many beings and races who obviously need to die. If this meeting showed me anything, it’s that I could do pro bono work until the day I died and not kill them all.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Kill as many of them as I can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cartwright’s Cavaliers SCIF, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Sansar said. The meeting was a lot smaller than the previous one; the only people in attendance were the Four Horsemen. “I never got a chance to give you the full debrief, but I wanted to make you aware of what we found while we were in the Spine Nebula.” 
 
    “The star destroyer?” Alexis said. “You told us. It destroyed that merc company’s home base…the one with the Goltar—the Midnight Sun, right?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Yes, the starkiller. And yes, it destroyed that star and the Midnight Sun’s home base.” 
 
    “But it was destroyed in turn, right?” Jim asked. “You said you destroyed the machine.” 
 
    “Yes, we did.” 
 
    “What else is there to tell, then?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    “What?” Nigel asked, sitting forward. “Do you have one? Can we use it to blow up the Science Guild’s star and wipe out the facility?” 
 
    “We could.” Sansar sighed. “But it’s far more complicated than that. First, there wasn’t just a couple of starkillers, there were actually three, with a control facility in charge of the group. Two of the starkillers were destroyed, along with the control facility. The third starkiller still exists, and we have control of it.” 
 
    Nigel nodded. “So, you do have it. And we can use it?” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “Like I said, it’s complicated. First off, this is ancient Kahraman technology. I don’t suspect the Dusman know of its existence. They may be aware that long, long ago the Kahraman had this technology, but they don’t know this facility exists. We nuked the other parts of the group everyone knows about; there is nothing recoverable from them. 
 
    “Part of the issue with the starkillers, though—and this will be important in a minute—is that there’s no way to stop them once they are initiated. There were actually four initiations.” 
 
    Alexis cocked her head. “If you can’t stop them, and they were started four times…” 
 
    “Where did the other pulses go?” Sansar smiled. “Good question. Two of them were aimed at Sol. One we redirected at the last minute.” 
 
    Jim winced. “I’m not going to want to know where it went, am I? Did you hit the Dusman with it?” 
 
    “Not that we’re aware of,” Sansar said with a shrug. “It’s probably equally as bad, though. One of our people got there with a minute remaining. Since she couldn’t stop it, she retargeted it by punching in all ones.” 
 
    “All ones?” 
 
    “The number one, thirty-six times. Those thirty-six digits are the targeting coordinates for all the stars in the galaxy. You’ll recall I said the machine was Kahraman? The coordinate system starts in their space in the Fourth Arm.” 
 
    “So, we blew up a Kahraman star?” Alexis asked. 
 
    Sansar nodded. “We’re pretty sure we did. We don’t know which one or if it was inhabited, but somewhere, a star blew up unexpectedly. And since it was probably in Kahraman space, and the weapon is Kahraman tech…” 
 
    “They know what happened to them, and they’re going to be pretty pissed about it.” 
 
    Sansar nodded, her lips a thin line. “Yeah. We think so. The aliens that were working on the machine were in agreement with that line of thinking, too.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jim said. “Does that correlate to the time the Kahraman pulled back from the Front?” 
 
    Sansar winced. “We can’t tell for sure, but it happened at pretty close to the same time. We don’t know if it’s a cause-and-effect thing—” 
 
    “But it may be,” Jim said. “And when they come—” 
 
    “They’re going to come with everything they have.” Nigel nodded. “I would, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Alexis said. “They know we have the starkiller and they believe—based on their view of the events—that we’re not afraid to use it.” She shook her head. “They’re probably going to do something else, other than the direct approach.” 
 
    Nigel’s brows furrowed. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Alexis gave him a loving smile and explained, “They come at us. Their star blows up. They retreat. No more stars blow up. They decide, ‘If we go at them directly, they’ll blow up our stars.’ They’re probably marshalling their forces to do something…unexpected, which will put us off-balance or give them an edge.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Strike out against Capital Planet? Take a number of systems in a lightning assault?” Alexis shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “That’s what our folks think, too. I was worried about that data getting out from our computer systems with the virus, but, thankfully, the Aku came and kept it from activating. We’ve since withdrawn all information on the starkillers from our systems.” 
 
    “Okay, so one pulse went to downtown Kahraman City,” Jim said. “Where did the other one go?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” Sansar said. “We were in the facility, but we couldn’t stop it. We were about to detonate a nuke, but then one of the Midnight Sun people at the control facility turned it off just a few seconds before we were going to blow ourselves up.” 
 
    “That must have been exciting,” Alexis said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah, but not in a good way.” Sansar smiled. “We destroyed that facility and the control facility after that.” 
 
    “But that’s not the whole story,” Jim said. “You told us there was a fourth pulse initiated.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “There was. That weapon was in the process of firing when a bombardment made it pause.” 
 
    “Pause?” Jim asked. “It didn’t stop the process or break the weapon?” 
 
    “No,” Sansar replied with a shake of her head. “As I mentioned, you can’t stop it once it’s started.” 
 
    “What are you telling us?” Alexis asked. “Just spit it out.” 
 
    “We think that if we fix what was broken in the bombardment, the weapon will fire immediately and then be operational.” 
 
    “So why haven’t you don’t that?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “A number of reasons,” Sansar said. “It was aimed at Tau-Rietzke, the star that was where the Midnight Sun had its base.” 
 
    “But that was destroyed,” Alexis said. “Fix it and let it do the supernova thing again.” 
 
    “We could, but there are a lot of people in the system trying to figure out what happened to the star. Going supernova suddenly like that violates a lot of science, so a large number of scientists went there to try to figure it out.” Sansar shrugged. “Allowing the weapon to fire will kill them all. While having the starkiller operational might be worth doing that, some of the people might get out of the system alive to tell the tale. If they did, word might get out, and someone—like the Dusman—might figure out that there is an operational starkiller. 
 
    “And if the Dusman decided to come and take it from us, I don’t know that we could stop them. As it is, the starkiller exists anonymously, and that’s our ace in the hole. Once we use it, though, we have to be prepared to destroy it.” 
 
    Jim nodded. “We definitely don’t want to use it somewhere the Dusman will see it. We can’t even hold them hostage with it—we don’t know where their home star is, or any star that’s valuable to them for that matter.” 
 
    “One more thing,” Sansar said. “Once you fire it, there is a recharge time, based on how far the weapon shoots—the longer the shot, the longer the recharge.” 
 
    “When you fire the weapon to clear it,” Alexis said, “you won’t be able to immediately fire it again.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sansar said. 
 
    “So, it may be a one-shot weapon, and we need to be really sure we need it before we use it.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Jim looked around the room. “We’re the only ones who know of its existence?” 
 
    “Yes, plus a couple of my people I’d like to remain anonymous for the moment. Why?” 
 
    “I was just thinking. We’re all about to go up against the Science Guild. We’ve already seen what they can—and will—do to someone’s brain. If they capture any of us…” 
 
    “They’ll find out about the weapon.” Sansar nodded. “It was a calculated risk to tell you, but I needed you to be sure you would kill me if I was captured.” She frowned and shook her head. “Of course, now we have to kill you if that happens, too. Sorry.” She shrugged again. “I needed you to know about the capability we had, though, in case something happened to me.” 
 
    Then she smiled. “On the good side, though, if none of us come back, I’ve left instructions to use the starkiller on Morgoth’s star. If they take us, we’ll have the last laugh.” 
 
    Alexis shook her head. “Along with about three weeks of screaming while we wait until it happens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Pegasus, Earth Orbit, Terran Federation, Sol 
 
    “Reaction mass tanker inbound,” the ship’s stores officer informed Alexis. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” she said, and called up the records in her pinplants. The tanker was the last expected shipment. They would be ready for departure a full hour ahead of schedule. The crew of Pegasus was busily locking maintenance hatches, stowing gear, and completing a myriad of other tasks from Deck 1 to Deck 32. 
 
    The Dusman had settled into marine country with no difficulty. It even seemed Skeen, the Dusman commanding the squad of ten Konar now assigned to her ship, was getting along with the normally prickly marines. She wouldn’t call them buddies or anything, but there hadn’t been any conflicts. She was sure the marines were impressed by the Konar, and the Dusman couldn’t care less about the CASPers. It was better than open warfare, she supposed. 
 
    She was about to wrap up her last-minute orders when the intercom in her ready room buzzed. 
 
    “Captain?” It was her comms officer, Shefoo. The Buma was now her longest serving command officer. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she told her. 
 
    “On a ship where strange happenings are a daily routine, I have a very strange thing.” 
 
    Alexis suppressed a laugh. “Can you be a little more specific, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “I have a request to speak to you, via radio.” 
 
    “That’s hardly unusual,” Alexis said. 
 
    “It is when there isn’t any ship where the communication is originating.” 
 
    “You’re right, that is very strange.” “Anything?” she asked Ghost. 
 
    <There are no vessels on sensors,> Ghost replied, <although this does not seem to be a dangerous situation.> 
 
    Alexis slowly nodded her head, checking the motion the action induced with a hand on her desk. After untold thousands of hours in zero G, it was a completely unconscious action. A similar unconscious action made her immediately suspicious of signals coming from nowhere. Of course, there was her implacable curiosity as well. 
 
    “Put the transmission through here,” she ordered. There was the click of the connection being made, then silence. Alexis waited a moment, then spoke. “You called me, mystery guest.” 
 
    “This is so,” came the reply. The voice had a…certain quality to it, spoken in perfect English, yet it was somehow foreign. “You are going to Morgoth, Commander Cromwell.” 
 
    “You know a lot about me, but I don’t know who I’m talking to.” 
 
    “I am intimately acquainted with your mate,” the voice said. “He shared with me about your mission. I would like to join you.” 
 
    A conversation she’d had with Nigel clicked into place and a smile slowly grew across her face. “I believe I understand now. Ventral cargo lock, Deck 29; it’s only used to load missiles. We’re not loading missiles. Nobody will bother you.” 
 
    “I understand,” the voice responded. “I am in your debt.” 
 
    “No problem at all. When we reach Morgoth, good hunting.” The connection went dead. Alexis used her pinplants to send her chief engineer, Long, a quick message. “If there are any indications of unusual activity from the Deck 29 ventral lock, ignore them.” 
 
    The engineer replied quickly, acknowledging her order. The Jeha was extremely literal and would follow her orders exactly. She was still smiling. There was zero chance anyone would notice the ship attached to that lock. 
 
    It will be interesting having her there at the attack. A nice ace in the hole. “Back to work,” she said, the smile still on her face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Orion, En Route to Stargate, Terran Federation, Sol 
 
    It was the end of 48 hours of near insanity as they loaded men, equipment, and, of course, Raknar, onto the Winged Hussars transports. Alexis had sent as many ships as she could spare—23 including the two transports carrying Jim’s fist of Raknar and its supporting equipment. 
 
    Jim watched the fleet break orbit from the commander’s quarters he was assigned on Orion, a Heaven-class transport of the Hussars’ design. It was a strange feeling not being on Bucephalus with his Cavaliers, but he needed the time to drill with his fellow Raknar drivers and continue to go over their war machines. His own people would go in with Nigel’s, Sansar’s, and the strange light cruiser Section 51 had turned up with. 
 
    “Where did you keep that hidden?” he’d asked Adrianne over comms. 
 
    “We have our means,” she’d said. “You be careful, Jim.” 
 
    He ended comms without replying. Some wounds cut too deeply to heal. 
 
    They’d been so busy he’d only seen Ziva a couple times, and then it was mostly business. She said she was concerned for him, and he believed it coming from her. They’d found some time to have fun together, and he felt it was time well spent. Even Fssik, her Depik partner, approved of him. Jim now carried the ancient Depik favor token he’d inherited from his father with him at all times. It had been Ziva and Fssik who’d told him what the golden coin with the paw print was in the first place. Jim had always thought it was just a curious challenge coin. 
 
    As an officer in logistics and training for the Cavaliers, he’d left her in command of their Houston facility. “Be safe,” she’d said. “I want to talk to you about a plan when you get back.” Figuring it was in relation to continued recruitment, he’d said he was looking forward to it and left. 
 
    Fhiss had volunteered to accompany them after finding out they would possibly be fighting an AI, or SI as they now called them. The Aku were pacifists but didn’t seem to fear for their personal safety. Considering how long they lived, Jim had thought they would be more protective of their lives. That proved to be an incorrect assumption. Jim hadn’t accepted her offer, but when he’d told her she would have access to everything they brought back, she’d seemed pleased. 
 
    Splunk entered his quarters wearing her Dusman uniform, as was customary now. “Raknar secure,” she said. 
 
    Jim nodded. It had taken additional time to be sure they were locked down. The Hussars’ Heaven-class ships were extremely modular transports; even so, the Raknar—at over 1,000 tons—presented some difficult loading considerations. Getting them into space was bad enough, keeping them from flying around inside cargo holds during a potential battle was worse. 
 
    The Dusman had ships specifically designed to carry Raknar. With only a single under-strength fist along for the mission, though, they wouldn’t be bringing one. The Hussars’ transport would get them within range of the planet, then the Raknar would do the rest. As long as the 30-meter-tall mechs didn’t break free in a fight and crash around inside the starship. 
 
    “Good, we’ll start drilling launches once we’re in hyperspace.” 
 
    “Sounds good, Jim,” she said and flashed him a thumbs-up. “I’m sorry everything has gotten so complicated.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have if you’d been able to tell the truth from the beginning.” Or ever, he thought with a bitter taste in his mouth. 
 
    “It wasn’t my choice,” she said. “We all have to follow orders from someone, <Froo!>” She didn’t use the little mental inflections in their conversations very often. 
 
    Jim figured it was because her ability to speak English had grown so much better over the years. She was right about responsibilities. He wasn’t even a year into being Minister of War for the Terran Federation and was already counting the days until he could reasonably resign. He was a merc commander. The job of minister was too much like being a politician for his liking. It also took away time he needed to rebuild the Cavaliers. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you some questions.” 
 
    She looked at him, curious and also a little apprehensive. “I’ll answer if I can,” she said. 
 
    “Where are the Dusman worlds?” 
 
    “You know I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “Because they’re in 2nd Level Hyperspace?” She might have been able to hide surprise from someone else, but not from him. It was a combination of the way her ears angled downward and how her blue-on-blue eyes narrowed. He was sure he’d thrown her a curveball, so he went for home. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything; I already know, or rather, the Aku figured it out for me. I hadn’t put two and two together yet. There’s no way you could have spent the last 20,000 years in the galaxy without being noticed by someone. The Kahraman chopped off an arm of the galaxy to do their thing. You guys went into 2nd Level Hyperspace.” 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter if you know; I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “So, the Aku are right?” She nodded. “Why did you leave?” 
 
    “In part, because it’s becoming too dangerous,” she said. “That’s also why I never explained it, even if it was against the rules. Frankly, Humans aren’t ready for it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Didn’t Alexis Cromwell tell you what happened to them when they went there?” 
 
    “Aside from the strange physics?” Splunk nodded. “You mean the aggressive aliens.” 
 
    “Yes. They are both dangerous and relentless. Think of Dante.” 
 
    “That’s where he got wounded?” 
 
    “Two hundred centuries of unrelenting warfare. Even so, some would rather we stayed.” 
 
    “Like Dante.” 
 
    “Correct again.” 
 
    Jim considered 2nd Level Hyperspace. The idea that there were planets in the strange realm was hard to fully wrap his head around. Did this mean there were worlds in regular hyperspace as well? He foresaw another discussion with the Aku, who he was quickly beginning to consider his brain trust. “As bad as it is, you were still reluctant to come back. What about Kash-kah?” 
 
    “Call it a listening post. A point of retreat 20,000 years ago, and a place we kept a presence at. The Duplato were once servitors.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. She nodded. “I wish we could be completely open with each other.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    He was sure she was being honest, and also certain she wished Humans had just accepted being servitors. Truth be told, Jim wasn’t sure it was a terrible idea. It was clear a great war was coming, and while Splunk wouldn’t admit it, the Dusman were returning because the Kahraman were about to attack in earnest. Of course, Nigel would never accept it. Probably not Sansar, either. Alexis, he wasn’t sure; of them all, she was the most accepting of aliens. 
 
    “I encourage you not to worry about all that,” Splunk said. “In a very short time, we’ll be fighting Canavar again, for the first time in years.” 
 
    “We handled them fine last time,” he said, smiling. “And that was when we were outnumbered three-to-one! And Dash was practically a pile of junk. Now we have almost an entire fist!” 
 
    “The enemy has been breeding them,” she reminded him. “It is possible this is where the ones we fought came from. There could be dozens, hundreds.” 
 
    “Hundreds?” he asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Be prepared for anything, <Skaa!>” 
 
    He stared at the door long after she left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Hyperspace 
 
    Alexis Cromwell had honestly planned to avoid direct combat command until her children were at least a year old. Unfortunately, things often don’t work out the way you plan. 
 
    She’d briefly considered just sending Drizz or Stacy, but in the end she’d decided to organize into two squadrons, with her taking overall command and one squadron, and Drizz the other. If need be, they could divide into two elements on short notice. Stacy had remained home, but temporarily in command of Byczyna. Alexis decided she needed Shadowfax more than she needed Stacy. 
 
    When Stacy had let Sarisa through the cordon without a second’s hesitation, it had really pissed Alexis off. The woman hadn’t taken losing second in command of the Hussars well and was now making mistake after mistake. Alexis didn’t even speak to her directly before they left New Warsaw, she just ordered her to report to Byczyna immediately and reassigned Captain Chigasoolu to Shadowfax. 
 
    They were three days out of Sol, and she’d spent much of the time going over the Morgoth system data again and again. They were going in behind the Dusman fleet, which suggested three possible outcomes. One, they would arrive in the aftermath of a battle with nothing to do but escort the assault fleet to the planet. Two, the battle would still be raging, and the Hussars would be in the meat grinder. Three, the Dusman would be destroyed, and they’d be in the dunny. 
 
    If you believed the overconfident Dusman, she’d arrive with nothing to do but admire their prowess in battle. She somehow doubted this would be the outcome, so she was working up orders of battle based on options two and three. 
 
    It didn’t help that her helmsman, Ensign Freep, was suffering a crisis of conscience. He’d escorted Thorb, under the control of a killer SI, right into the CIC, where he’d proceeded to turn everything to shit. Freep blamed himself and had tried to resign. Alexis’s first instinct was to accept it, but she’d ended up refusing. 
 
    “I almost got everyone killed,” the otter-like alien told her after she pushed the printed resignation back off her desk. “I don’t deserve to be on this ship.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “you fucked up. Royally fucked up.” She made her words as sharp as she could, and the SalSha pilot visibly cringed. “Do you really think quitting will make it all better, though? Are you going to run away, go back to Earth, and fuck other SalSha and make babies who’ll all make it better?” 
 
    “I-I didn’t—” 
 
    “I don’t know what you meant, and I don’t care. Everyone fucks up; we even fuck up royally…sometimes. So now you have yours. Mr. Freep, your request to resign is refused. You still have nineteen months on your contract. You’ll either serve it out as a helmsman on EMS Pegasus, or you’ll serve it out flying shuttles around New Warsaw. Old, slow shuttles.” The SalSha’s eyes were big with either fear or dread. “So, what will it be, Mister?” 
 
    “I want to serve on Pegasus.” 
 
    “Very well. A letter of reprimand is on your permanent Mercenary Guild record. What you can do now is concentrate on your job and be the best bloody helmsman in the fleet. Drape yourself in excellence and all will be forgotten. Dismissed.” 
 
    She turned back to her work. She watched him through her pinplants, which were linked with the ready room’s monitors. Freep stood there for a few seconds, blinked, then turned and departed. She’d given the odds of him remaining squared away at about 20 percent, so, before she’d left New Warsaw, she’d assigned Ensign Bright to remain aboard. She’d served well while Freep was healing. 
 
    Freep had served well on the trip from New Warsaw to Earth and continued until they departed for Morgoth. He’d been quiet and introspective, which was quite un-SalSha-like of him. By the time they arrived in Morgoth, she’d have to make her decision of who would helm Pegasus in the battle she expected there. 
 
    They’d taken on extra munitions before leaving New Warsaw as well as an additional squad of marines, further depleting the remaining forces. Thinking about home made her think of the twins. Something deep inside her was missing the farther she got from her children. Even so, having them aboard, in harm’s way, would have been far worse. Leaving them behind was a reasonable decision, and certainly the right one from an ethical point of view. There was family there who would raise them should she fall in combat. 
 
    Her children made her think about Nigel. His crooked smile and how she felt in his arms. She wished he were on Pegasus with her instead of on Revenge. In reality, he was probably in the same room with her. Hyperspatial physics were so fucked up; who knew? She did the best she could by sending him some good thoughts before going back to work. After their stop midway to Morgoth, she’d begin running combat exercises. 
 
    The Winged Hussars’ motto required it. Plan, prepare, strike. She intended to be ready for anything. 
 
    <And anything could be waiting there,> Ghost whispered in her mind. He’d warned her he might be almost no use at all if there were Type 5 SIs present in the system. Worse, should there be a Type 5 present, and if it knew Ghost was on Pegasus—which seemed likely after the last attack—they might become a prime target. It made sense, considering how much effort the Science Guild had put into trying to kill her and Ghost so far. Unlike straightforward combat, there was no real way to prepare for this. 
 
    “You’ve been with the Hussars from the beginning,” she told Ghost. “We don’t abandon our own or give them to the enemy.” 
 
    <Thank you.> 
 
    Alexis blinked. It was the first time Ghost had ever thanked her for anything. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Cargo Hold, EMS Gobi Desert, Hyperspace 
 
    “This is going to work?” Colonel Fragontic asked, his red-striped trunks quivering. The SMS Pride of Sumas was attached to one side of the Gobi Desert and the EMS Revenge to the other, allowing the Human forces to train with the Sumatozou while en route. 
 
    “I think so,” the technician said as he reached forward to attach the leads to the Sumatozou’s pinplants. “This is how we do it when we don’t have CASPers.” 
 
    Fragontic leaned back from the tech, putting his pinplants out of reach. “Perhaps…uh, perhaps you should test that out on a Human first then.” 
 
    Nigel chuckled. “I never thought a Sumatozou would be such a baby. Next thing you know, you’re going to be afraid of mice or something like that.” 
 
    “What is a mice?” 
 
    “A mouse is a little mammal, no more than a few centimeters long. They’re vermin mostly.” 
 
    “Ooh!” the alien said backing up onto his hind legs. “I just accessed your ship’s network. Those things are awful and carry diseases. You have every right to be afraid of them.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of them.” Nigel chuckled again. “What I said, was—” He stopped himself. “Never mind. That’s getting us nowhere.” He motioned the tech toward him. “Hook me up.” 
 
    The tech brought the leads over, hooked them into his pinplants, and he went through the startup software to interface with the combat program. The computer dropped him into the combat simulation where he was transported to the African savanna. A dry grassland spread out in front of him, with small clusters of trees and a couple of giraffes. Conspicuously absent were any elephants, but he got the joke. He reached up and disconnected the pinplants and transported himself back to the hangar. 
 
    He frowned at the tech running the system console. The tech tried an innocent look. “You said to load up any combat scenario…” 
 
    “Let’s try one on a station. You know, something like what we’re planning to do?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” The tech didn’t look the slightest bit sorry, but he looked down at his display and pressed some buttons. “Attack on Prime Base loaded up, sir.” 
 
    “Attack on Prime Base?” Sansar asked. “Does Alexis know you have a program named that?” 
 
    Nigel—unlike the tech—felt his face flush as his eyes went to the deck. “It isn’t really an attack on Prime Base, despite the name. It’s built to be run as the defenders in case Prime Base is ever attacked again.” He had them build the scenario when Alexis took the children there. 
 
    “Can you play as the aggressors?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Well, um, yeah. But it’s meant to be played as the defenders.” He hadn’t been specific when he’d commissioned the scenario, and the techs had designed the original simulation to be run as the aggressors. He was shocked and horrified when he plugged in the first time, and he asked to have it changed…but the original version remained and was actually good training for space station assault. The name, unfortunately, hadn’t been changed. “Let’s agree not to tell Alexis the name of the program, okay?” 
 
    Sansar laughed but agreed. 
 
    Nigel turned to the Sumatozou, who was shaking his head. “I have no idea how you Humans have done so well as mercs. You are some of the strangest beings I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Nigel said. “Too long to explain. The important part is that the leads should work if you let the tech attach them to you. You’ll run some software and be transported into the simulation. They’ve tried to modify it for you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, your point of view is different from ours and your weapons are a lot more powerful, for a start.” Due to the Sumatozou’s size, they carried what—to Humans—would have been crew-served weapons, mostly MACs. They also had combat armor somewhat reminiscent of barding on Earth horses, except it completely encircled their rather portly stomachs. 
 
    Fragontic let loose a sigh of huge proportions. “Fine. Hook me up.” He leaned forward so the tech could connect the leads to his pinplants. “Mmm. Huh. Hmm.” The Sumatozou continued to mutter as he ran through the boot up cycle. “Whoa,” he said finally and started reaching around. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, his trunks reached back and disconnected the leads. “It’s just like being there,” he said. “How did you develop this?” 
 
    “It was derived from video game software,” Nigel said. “Someone obtained it from a Maki trader years ago. It was amazingly compatible with our computers. We updated it to include CASPers and their weapons systems, then updated to include anything we might face. The civilian version is one of the most popular games on Earth.” 
 
    “Does it include Sumatozou?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nigel said. “That’s why we were able to adapt it to you so easily. Your race is one of the playable races.” 
 
    “Playable races?” 
 
    “Yes. Players can play the game as Sumatozou.” 
 
    “Why would they want to?” 
 
    “Civilians? To try something new. Mercs? To try to get a sense of your capabilities.” 
 
    Fragontic and his XO nodded. “Knowing your enemy makes good sense,” the XO said. 
 
    “It does,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Are your civilians really that bored?” Fragontic asked. “Don’t they have jobs to go to and credits to earn?” 
 
    “It’s a long story we can tell you over drinks,” Sansar said, cutting in. “Why don’t we run the simulations first and worry about that after the debrief.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Fragontic said. He reattached the leads to his pinlinks. “Bring on the Science Guild!” 
 
    Sansar made eye contact with Nigel and arched an eyebrow, then she shrugged and walked toward her waiting CASPer. She was leading a squad of CASPers, Nigel had a squad, and the Sumatozou had a squad. Normally, they could assemble four squads of CASPers for a simulation, but the aliens took up more space than the mechs. 
 
    Nigel glanced toward the Sumatozou squad. Now that the CO had accepted the system’s leads, most of his troopers were allowing the tech to hook them up, although a number stamped their feet and shifted about. 
 
    Getting stomped on by a Sumatozou wasn’t something he wanted to experience. 
 
    He shook his head and carefully walked to his CASPer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nigel took off the leads three hours later, mentally and emotionally drained. Getting stomped on had turned out to be the least of his problems in the simulator. The lack of G at the Science Guild facility had inhibited the simple act of stomping. It didn’t, however, impede the Sumatozou from running into the Humans and smashing them into the walls. Even the sturdy CASPers deformed when slammed into a wall by six-ton aliens. 
 
    Since the Sumatozou had largely stayed out of the Omega War and then hadn’t been able to take contracts, they were out of practice, especially with regard to the maneuvering units they used in zero G. It had taken the entire length of the first simulation for them to relearn their gear and stop looking like pinballs—and huge pinballs, at that—bouncing down the station’s passageways. 
 
    The station’s bulkheads had withstood the aliens’ out-of-control maneuvering only slightly better than the Human CASPers. 
 
    Fragontic—having had a lot more experience in space than the majority of his troopers—did better than the rest…which only gave him more time to get frustrated with his forces. He was especially embarrassed when the opSha had shown up and ridden them like elephants in a circus while stabbing them with the knives they all carried. The tech managing the console had directed the opfor to cut the lines to the Sumatozou’s maneuvering units, then the opSha fled while the giant aliens careened through the passageways again. 
 
    Nigel had lost two CASPers in the brief engagement—to the Sumatozou, not the opSha—and Sansar had lost three. 
 
    When the opSha returned in force, the engagement had gone from bad to worse, resulting in a complete wipeout of their party. 
 
    The second run through had gone better, and they’d actually killed a few of the opSha before being wiped out. On the third attempt, they’d almost made it to the SI in charge before being wiped out. Again. 
 
    While Nigel could tell the Sumatozou would be devastating in gravity—he’d never actually fought against them or alongside them before—he was on the edge of deciding not to bring the Sumatozou on the station assault. Fragontic promised his people would get better, but Nigel was skeptical. If they didn’t get better soon, they’d have to drop the aliens from the plan and start running Human-only assault training. 
 
    And that didn’t even begin to cover the fact that they’d have to do this without any of their pinplants active. He sighed and added haptic suit training to the list of tomorrow’s objectives. It had been a while since he’d last worn a haptic suit to control his CASPer, and probably a lot longer for most of his troops. 
 
    At least they wouldn’t look like pinballs going down the corridors like the Sumatozou had. 
 
    Probably. Much. 
 
    He sighed again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 EMS Orion, Hyperspace 
 
    Three days into the jump from Sol, Jim completed the first full run through on their assault planning. 
 
    There were a lot of things he wasn’t happy about. First and foremost was the intel, which was all based on data uploaded from Sarisa after it returned from Morgoth. There was absolutely no reason to trust the data. The Winged Hussars ships had stayed clear of low orbit to avoid being caught “deep in the well,” a space combat term for being in low orbit around a planet and forced to fight your way up. 
 
    The other ship, the Gobi Desert, had been in a closer orbit but lacked the detailed sensors needed to provide top-notch ground assault data. Since Jim had cut his merc teeth in orbital assault, he knew all too well how important surface data was for dropping a force of CASPers. Raknar were more flexible and survivable, but they were also less forgiving of their deployment terrain. Set a 1,000-ton mech down in a swamp and you had a real problem. Toss in giant, killer monsters bigger than a Raknar, and you had a recipe for disaster. 
 
    “Canavar,” Dante lectured prior to the first full simulation. “Trained Canavar will take advantage of their terrain. They won’t fight you in a nice, clear plain where you can use your ranged weapons.” 
 
    “Not that some Canavar don’t also have ranged weapons,” Splunk noted. 
 
    “Later,” Dante said. 
 
    “How about now?” Ensign Fenn asked. The room they used for practice had been a small, enlisted mess aboard Orion. Each driver sat with their Dusman, reminding Jim of the training scenes from the old movie Top Gun. 
 
    “Later,” Jim agreed, partly because he only wanted one level of horrors at a time. 
 
    Dante taught that fighting large groups of Canavar relied on Raknar working together in cooperative, overlapping fields of fire, and that was part of the reason they’d evolved to a fist, which contained seven Raknar. 
 
    “There can sometimes be smaller Canavar which will infiltrate a formation with the hopes of penetrating your Raknar. Once inside, there isn’t much you can do as an operator.” 
 
    “Which is where we come in,” Achilles said. The Dusman commando sat with five others, the Konar leaders for each Raknar. “Besides rapid assault forces, we’ll be there to cover you from smaller threats.” 
 
    “We added a force of ten Konar into each Raknar late in the game,” Dante said. “They provide a level of defense in an area the Adversary had learned to exploit.” 
 
    Jim had admired how the ten Konar, the Dusman’s super advanced powered armor, fit into open spaces in the Raknar. Two were in each limb, and two in the chest cavity below the operator pod. He’d done something similar fighting Canavar for the first time, with a bunch of CASPers clinging to the Raknar on the outside. 
 
    Then they went to their first simulated battle, all the drivers and Dusman in their Raknar cockpits in Zha Akee. Dante and several other older Dusman created the simulation, which felt very real to Jim, except there were no voices whispering to him to destroy everything. It was as if his burgeoning alter ego knew it wasn’t real and remained silent. Which was just as well because they got their asses kicked. Badly. 
 
    “What did we do wrong?” Dante asked afterwards. 
 
    “We didn’t maintain our fields of fire,” Jim said. 
 
    “Got too wrapped up in shooting things at range to realize there were leakers,” Sergeant Kleve said, referring to a group of three Canavar that had rushed a flank when her own Raknar had its leg bogged down in a muddy spot. 
 
    “We acted like it was a simulation,” Sergeant Epard said quietly. It was unusual for her to speak out during a meeting. Jim noticed when she did, it was often because she had recognized something important. 
 
    “All valid points,” Dante said. “We’re also not taking maximum advantage of our weapons’ range. We went full defensive too soon. The Raknar are highly mobile, even with their landing fusion baffles dropped.” 
 
    “They cause massive radiation,” Jim said, still haunted by what they’d done to São Paulo, Brazil. 
 
    “The target are Canavars,” Dante reminded him. “They don’t care.” 
 
    Jim nodded; he had a good point. The Canavar for the simulation were like crosses between a scorpion and a millipede. Very fast, dexterous, and the stinger could penetrate Raknar armor. What they didn’t have was wings. If they’d used their Raknar’s integral nuclear jumpjets… 
 
    “Let’s run it again,” Corporal Seamus said. 
 
    “Getting late,” Fenn offered. 
 
    “No, Seamus is right,” Jim said. “Sweat now so we don’t bleed later.” They ran it a second time. 
 
    Dante didn’t alter the scenario at all with the exception of enemy deployment. They knew more about what they expected; even so, it was just as tough. Using jumping tactics this time, they punched a hole in the Canavar’s assault and exploited the breach. They won, but they also lost Sergeant Cindy Epard. A Canavar got in a lucky hit, grounding her, and her Raknar was swarmed. 
 
    Jim and the others deployed their commandos, who managed to extract Cindy and her Dusman, Ryft. However, both were deemed KIA from their wounds. 
 
    Later, Jim sat in his quarters and brooded while he watched a Tri-V replay of both battles. Splunk was in a hammock set up for her, munching pepperoni and watching over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re obsessing,” she said. 
 
    “I know Dante took it easy on us,” he said. “This doesn’t bode well for a real fight.” 
 
    “We have eight more days before we need to begin arming the Raknar. We can run a lot of simulations.” 
 
    “Why weren’t we running this on Earth? I’ve never seen a Canavar simulation until now.” 
 
    “We weren’t expecting an opportunity like this,” Splunk said. “We had a lot of work getting those Raknar operational. They’ve sat for eons. We never thought we’d be in this kind of a fight so soon.” 
 
    Jim nodded as he watched Cindy go down again in the simulation. Splunk turned her light off and went to sleep a few minutes later, leaving Jim to stay up with his demons. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Cargo Hold, EMS Gobi Desert, Hyperspace 
 
    It had taken them several days, but they’d finally agreed on a plan for the station assault—a three-pronged attack that would be harder for the defenders to repel and easier for the attackers to stay out of each other’s ways. It also gave them the ability to accomplish several objectives at the same time. 
 
    The Sumatozou would be responsible for the station’s spine. When the Gobi Desert had been at Morgoth, there’d been one of the little craft that the SIs had used to escape from Nigel the last couple times he’d gotten close to capturing one. The Sumatozou would capture the spine and prevent the SI from getting to the ship. The Dusman had promised to keep any SIs from getting away, but Nigel didn’t want to rely on them. Or trust them to do what they said, for that matter. 
 
    The elephants would bring all their heavy weaponry to set up a defense. Considering their “normal” weaponry was the same as the Humans’ heavy, crew-served weapons, anything that was going to get past them would have to be pretty impressive. It also gave them a task where mobility wasn’t a huge factor. They’d gotten better with their maneuvering units, but “better” wasn’t the same thing as “good.” The less they had to use them, the less damage they could inflict on each other and the station. 
 
    That left the sealed off section of the facility for the Golden Horde and Asbaran Solutions forces, who would breach the station from both sides. They hoped to trap the SI inside that area so they could deal with it, but it was possible there were secret passageways the SI could use to get past them. The Humans’ CASPers were going into the assault with all their chem/bio defenses armed. If the station really was the origin of the viruses that had swept Earth, they did not want it getting into the suits. Then they would all go through decontamination protocols when they returned. 
 
    Nigel shrugged. It was as good as they were going to get. Would the Science Guild hit them with something unexpected? Probably, but they would have to adapt on the fly. If nothing else, they could always leave the station and have the fleet destroy it. They’d lose out on catching the SI or getting any of the Golden Horde’s people back—if any were actually still alive—but at the end of the day, Nigel knew they would finally get something he’d been waiting a long time for. 
 
    Revenge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “Emergence in one minute,” Alexis’ sensor tech, Yoop said. Yoop was from a race called the Luth. They resembled aquatic howler monkeys who could not breathe air, so she wore a sort of reverse wetsuit. The Luth weren’t members of the Union, and she’d come to the Hussars from the Karma recruiting office. She’d found her tiny world boring and had set out for adventure. She was about to have some. 
 
    “Set Condition One,” Alexis ordered her equally new XO, Lieutenant Commander Kev Sharp. Sharp had come to her from one of the Hussars’ numerous courier/intel ships. He’d been captain of his former ship. Most would have considered captain to XO a demotion, but Pegasus was the Hussars’ flagship. He was excited to receive the posting. 
 
    Sitting to the “front” of the CIC, manning the helm, was Freep. Alexis hadn’t been forced to decide; he’d asked to be on duty for the coming battle. Her speech must have had the desired results. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Yoop said as Alexis saw the manned and ready status indicators in her miniature Tri-V click off. Weapons, shields, damage control, engineering, drones; all sections reported ready. 
 
    Here we go, she thought. “Ready?” 
 
    <Always.> 
 
    “Emergence in three…two…one…” 
 
    A brief sensation of falling, and the stars were back. 
 
    “Drones out,” Bainbridge ordered. “Shields!” 
 
    “All ships accounted for,” Yoop reported. 
 
    “Fleet into Formation C,” she ordered. 
 
    The large central Tri-V flashed and updated. There were dozens, hundreds of ships, and the sensor ops team exploded into motion as they raced to identify them. Alexis didn’t need their help to understand the massive flashes of energy and explosions. 
 
    “The dunny,” she said under her breath. “Belay Formation C, Formation A. I repeat, Formation A. All ships, four Gs of acceleration.” Data flowed into her pinplants. “Course 1-2-5 mark 3-0-0.” 
 
    “Course 1-2-5 mark 3-0-0,” Freep replied immediately. 
 
    “There’s a contact light on the ventral airlock, Deck 29,” Afeeko, the DCC announced. 
 
    “Ignore it,” Alexis said. The elSha damage control coordinator glanced at Alexis for just a second, then his attention went back to his station. 
 
    “Marking more than one hundred combat vessels,” Yoop said, obviously struggling to separate the good guys from the bad guys. 
 
    “Ghost?” 
 
    <I’m on it,> Ghost replied. Already the Tri-V was beginning to update individual ships with designations faster than the eye could follow. As this was the first time Yoop had been in a battle aboard Pegasus, she was completely mystified. Alexis could see it clearly on her simian face through the clear plastic bubble helmet she wore to breathe. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked, gesturing at the Tri-V. “I’m not doing that!” 
 
    “Just roll with it,” Sofeeka said as the elSha fed data into the weapons systems. 
 
    “You’ll learn,” Freep said, and he exchanged glances with Sofeeka. 
 
    At least Alexis could stop worrying about Freep anymore. The SalSha was going to be fine. 
 
    Yoop went back to her job, and Sofeeka began calling out target data. “Verified, sixty-six aggressor craft and fifty-one friendly ships; friendly are all Dusman. There are also at least twenty hulks or disabled ships I cannot identify.” 
 
    Alexis was glad the Dusman had shared their basic ship profiles before the mission, otherwise they wouldn’t have been certain of who was who in the black. She was seeing several of their ship classes for the first time. There were eleven Ogleesius-class, a battlecruiser which somewhat resembled Pegasus’ Egleesius-class. Ghost had said they were older than Pegasus but not as common. The remainder were Pleesius-class cruisers and Feesius-class frigates. 
 
    “My god, their formations are tight,” Sofeeka marveled. The enemy were like swarming bees, composed of a dozen different classes from as many races. But the Dusman were in orderly formations, their frigates backed up by cruisers and in turn bolstered by their battlecruisers. 
 
    Alexis recognized it as a strong defensive formation. It was also slow to advance and made it difficult for the heavy hitting battlecruisers to concentrate fire on hard targets. The enemy had three battleships. That’s not good. 
 
    <It is worse,> Ghost told her, and highlighted one of the battleships. It had broken off from harassing the Dusman, gathered up 22 other ships, and was advancing on the newly arrived Hussars. The ships were all accelerating at 9 Gs. 
 
    “They’re wrecking those ships,” Alexis noted. 
 
    <The battleship is a Warren-class.> 
 
    “Jeha? They can’t survive 9 Gs.” 
 
    <You are correct.> 
 
    The threat was obvious; the Science Guild SI had taken control of the ships—either remotely or directly—and the crews were probably all dead or wishing they were. 
 
    “We have an enemy squadron attempting to intercept,” Bainbridge said, highlighting the ships on the main Tri-V. 
 
    “Can we make it past their threat box to the planet orbitals before they intercept?” 
 
    “Barely,” Bainbridge said. “However, they can break off and interdict the emergence point after we’ve left.” 
 
    “Which means the squadron with the Cavaliers, Asbaran, and the Horde will be completely naked,” Alexis said. Bainbridge nodded. The others were targeting the station orbiting Morgoth and the planet itself. They only had a few escorts, a couple of her Heaven-class transports, and merc cruisers. Against this kind of throw weight, they would be torn apart. Dunny. “Alter course to intercept.” 
 
    “Shall I have Phoenix and Chimera launch?” Bainbridge asked. 
 
    “No, hold drones. Prepare to alter fleet configuration to A-2 just prior to weapons range.” 
 
    The two fleets approached each other at increasing speeds. The Hussars’ battleship, Lubieszów, was at the head of the formation, encircled by their four cruisers and flanked by the five Egleesius. It was right out of the Izlian playbook, and the enemy tightened up behind their battleship to let the two massive warships fire at each other. 
 
    Just as they were approaching weapons ranges, and the enemy began to launch missiles, the battleship Lubieszów slowed and the Egleesius all accelerated, moving in close. 
 
    “Formation locked,” Bainbridge confirmed. 
 
    “Spinal mount at full power,” Sofeeka noted. 
 
    “Synchronize and fire!” Alexis snarled. 
 
    All five Egleesius-class battlecruisers discharged their 40-terrawatt particle accelerator spinal mounts as one, targeted on the same point: the Warren-class battleship’s massive reactor complex. Despite its huge bulk, it used the same overlapping shield sectors of any other starship. Those sectors could only absorb so much damage before being knocked down. 200-terrawats was far more than they were designed to take in one shot. The concentrated blast wrecked the shields, burned through several meters of armor, and into the battleship’s guts. 
 
    In less than a second, the powerful battlewagon went from an instrument of war into an eviscerated hulk; its engines’ final gasps threw it into an out-of-control spin which caused it to collide with two of the battlecruisers it had been screening. 
 
    “That’ll leave a mark,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll buff out,” Freep said, grinning from ear to ear for the first time in a long time. 
 
    “So much for Jeha Rent-a-Battleship,” Kev Sharp said, barely suppressing a snort halfway through. “Sorry, you aren’t getting your deposit back.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” Alexis said sternly, the ear-to-ear grin on her face betraying her real emotions. With five Egleesius at her command, she felt like a kid in a candy store. Then the enemy began breaking around the disabled battleship, and her glee evaporated. 
 
    “Cruisers to defensive position C,” she ordered. “Recharge the main gun!” 
 
    The Warren-class battleship exploded. Not a typical internal detonation which might have been runaway ordnance blowing or an overloaded fusion core or two. More like half a gigaton of well-tamped nuclear hell. 
 
    The Tri-V screen flashed out as a number of Pegasus’ sensors were burned out from the photon flash. “What the fuck?” someone yelled. 
 
    <Antimatter detonation,> Ghost said. The ship’s shields darkened, and the ship hummed as gigawatts of high-energy particles slammed into the ships a bare second behind the faster visible light. 
 
    “As soon as comms are up, warn the fleet. There are likely more kamikaze ships just like this,” Alexis ordered. “They knew we were coming.” 
 
    <Without a doubt.> 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cockpit, Revenge, Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    Tsan detached her Basreeni fighter from Pegasus as soon as it emerged from hyperspace. She had already extended her quintessence field to it, effectively making it invisible to the sensors of both the Science Guild’s facility and those of the Dusman’s and Hussars’ fleets. This was, of course, both a blessing and a curse. While the Science Guild couldn’t see the ship to fire upon it, neither could her allies, and she had to watch to make sure they didn’t fire any weapons through the space she occupied or drive over her. 
 
    Invisibility did not make her ethereal; if either of those happened, she would be dead. 
 
    She dove the fighter “down” in relation to the plane of the ecliptic, getting out of the way of the ships still struggling with the station’s defenses. She slow-blinked to see the overconfident Dusman had not had the easy time they thought they would. As the Hunters had found, if you use the same trick long enough, someone will come up with ways to defeat it…and the SIs had had 20,000 years to analyze and adapt to Dusman tactics. 
 
    Could they sense the Basreeni fighter? Probably, Tsan decided. But only if they were looking for it. The neural implants would be visible to the SI if it was looking for them, but—since they were different from the ones the baryonic races used—it would have to look for them specially. 
 
    Hopefully, the SI wouldn’t expect it and had enough on its “hands” that it wouldn’t think to look for a Depik, too. Several of the asteroids in the area had unveiled mass drivers that were firing massive slugs. That must have been a surprise to the Dusman; none of the earlier system scans had shown these defenses. They probably accounted for the debris clouds which had replaced a number of the Dusman ships. 
 
    With a flash, one of the asteroid bases turned into a debris field, itself; apparently the Dusman were learning to deal with them. 
 
    The Dusman hadn’t made it to the facility yet, having gotten tied up with the system’s defenses. That was a small disappointment because it meant its shields were still up. She had hoped they would be down, and if the defenders were watching they would notice a surge as her ship penetrated them. But would they notice her? 
 
    Perhaps. But this was the thing she was most capable of doing, and the area where she could most help her Human friend Nigel. He was a kindred spirit, focused on getting revenge on people who had tried to kill his family. Tsan could appreciate that, and if there was something she could do to help him achieve it, she intended to. She even renamed her ship for this mission. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “How are the Humans doing?” Ske’sa Cheef asked, clinging to the command station and watching the dozens of miniature Tri-Vs surrounding him like a bubble. Each had been a direct lasercom data feed from one of his 72 warships when entering Morgoth. Only 60 still showed activity. The entire operation was turning into a stinking pile of effluvia. Though he was still within acceptable losses for the entire operation, he still hadn’t reached the damned station. The accursed SIs were still trying to scramble their data feeds, too, which should have been impossible. 
 
    “They were heading for the station but just altered course,” the chief tactical evaluation officer reported. 
 
    “What caused them to alter course?” 
 
    “A squadron from our main aggressor group has broken off. The Hussars commander either decided the group was a threat or was worried about the follow up forces being cut off.” 
 
    “Doesn’t this Cromwell woman understand the inbound force has Raknar?” 
 
    “Perhaps she doesn’t understand their ability,” the tactical officer guessed. 
 
    “You would think she would after the battle in their solar system.” Cheef had watched the recordings of the Raknar fighting the Mercenary Guild’s warships. The guild hadn’t understood the power Raknar wielded, especially against an enemy not prepared for their form of flexible combat. 
 
    As his own ships were still dueling with the haphazard enemy formation, searching for either a way to predict their actions or at least an opportunity to take out a command ship, Cheef watched the Humans for a time. Their movements were not as coordinated as his fleet’s, yet they were practiced and seemed to have serious intent. The presence of the five Egleesius induced a deep longing in him. 
 
    Oh, to have a few squadrons of those beauties, he thought. Yet, without the SIs to operate them, what good would they be? It was an interesting exercise to watch the Humans and see how they managed them. 
 
    Suddenly, the Human’s formation altered, coming out from behind the screening of the battleship, which was what he would have done to take advantage of the bigger ship’s massive shields, and they adopted a perfect, tight, dressed pentagon-shaped formation. Interesting, he thought as all five fired a full-power burst from their spinal mounts. It was like a surgical laser, and it perfectly carved out the heart of the enemy battleship. 
 
    “Okay, Ske’sa,” the tactical leader said. “That was impressive.” Then the gutted battleship exploded spectacularly. All eyes in the CIC turned to gawk. 
 
    “Antimatter blast!” a sensor tech yelled. “Approximately 1.5 gigaton.” 
 
    “No accident,” a science tech said. “We don’t have any intel of vessels using antimatter annihilation drives.” 
 
    “No,” the Ske’sa said. “We abandoned the idea eons ago. Doesn’t do any good to have a drive that can take out an entire squadron if it fails.” But as a weapon? 
 
    “All sensor techs, be on the lookout for anti-electrons as a signature for antimatter weapons,” the science officer said. 
 
    “Pass it to the fleet,” Cheef ordered. He looked at the enemy formations again with a new eye toward employing antimatter weapons. He knew from recovered records that antimatter wasn’t practical in small amounts. You needed to bring an amount of it into clean contact with regular matter to maximize its potential yield, otherwise the weapon blew itself apart in what was known as a fizzle. The best they’d managed to employ was the Keesius near the end. In essence, an entire battlecruiser was needed for a sufficient yield to be useful. Just like that cursed battleship. 
 
    “Anti-electrons from the other battleship,” the sensor tech responded. 
 
    Cheef was just considering a direct attack on the battleship by moving his battlecruisers into close range to make the enemy missile barrages all but useless, as the bigger ship had its launchers ringed all around its spherical exterior. 
 
    Well, he had advantages they didn’t. The SI they were fighting had obviously stolen various alien craft and pressed them into service. He’d already destroyed dozens of freighters in addition to partially completed warships. He had wanted to keep a few surprises for later, but that huge bomb disguised as a battleship changed his mind. 
 
    “Order all Pleesius into attack formation. Target the battleship at maximum effective range.” 
 
    “Some shot packets will dissipate prior to impact,” the tactical commander noted. 
 
    “I’m aware; carry out the orders.” 
 
    The Dusman always preferred their ships to be built for specific purposes. All the Pleesius evacuated at the end of the Betrayal were refitted in 2nd Level Hyperspace and armed with technology gathered there. Once the twelve Pleesius-class cruisers were in position and closed to less than 150 kilometers of the battleship, they fired their main weapon, a spinal-mounted meson cannon. 
 
    Related to particle accelerators, a meson was not as fast as its cousins and had greatly limited range. A beam of energized particles was encapsulated by a field of muons, which gave the weapon a form of transparency against standard energy shields. Where the Egleesius used extremely powerful beams which pummeled the enemy with overwhelming force, obliterating shields and tearing through armor, each of the meson cannons was only one terawatt of power and, by passing through the enemy shields, could also be programmed to penetrate armor by tuning the muon decay rate. 
 
    Eight of the twelve shots penetrated the enemy shields. Two detonated between the shields and armor, doing no real damage. Three more went off on or just within the armor, doing minimal damage. The remaining three went off deep within the battleship, each setting off secondary detonations. 
 
    The ships shared data seamlessly, and all fired with the ideal data from the three deep penetrators. All of the second salvo exploded deep in the battleship. There was no way to know which shot did it, but one of them set off the antimatter charge, and the battleship went up. 
 
    “That one was 1.8 gigatons,” the sensor operator noted. 
 
    Cheef nodded. The squadron of twelve Pleesius had each fired twice. Not only was their rate of fire with the meson cannons six times faster than an Egleesius could manage, but the energy required was only one-fortieth. A total of 24 terawatts of power had undone the enemy, where it had taken the Hussars 200-terawatts. Of course, they’d paid a terrible price for this new technology, and Cheef feared it wouldn’t be a great advantage for long. 
 
    “The blast knocked out fourteen more enemy ships,” the tactical officer announced. “They are falling back to regroup.” 
 
    “Feesius forward,” Cheef ordered immediately. “Don’t let them regroup.” The frigates, fast and nimble with excellent shields, raced ahead at high speed in pursuit. He checked the time. Only four hours before the next wave was due to arrive. “Reorganize the fleet, prepare to advance on the planet.” 
 
    The first of the Feesius was almost within harassment range of the enemy rear guard when it exploded into a cloud of debris. Then another. 
 
    “What’s causing that?” he demanded. 
 
    “Based on the energy signature, multiple high-fractional-C mass driver weapons.” 
 
    The shields on the Ogleesius next to Plek-e flashed as brightly as a star, the ship heeled over hard, and tiny explosions of overloaded shield generators flickered across her hull. Cheef’s helmsman accelerated and yawed hard, pushing 9 Gs temporarily to avoid an impact with their sister ship. The main fleet was under fire from the same weapons. 
 
    “Entropy-cursed SIs,” Cheef snarled. “Drones out. Find the weapons emplacements. Probably in those asteroids I was told were of no concern.” Cheef glared at the tactical officer in question who pointedly paid attention to his displays. A second later, his ship’s shields were struck a glancing blow. The imparted inertia dislodged his grip on the command pedestal, and he was thrown across the CIC. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “Woof, they just lost one of their battlecruisers,” Lieutenant Bainbridge said, pointing at the big Tri-V. What had been an Ogleesius-class battlecruiser only moments before was now space junk. 
 
    “What the hell did that?” Alexis asked, looking at Yoop. “Any indications?” 
 
    “I’m checking, ma’am. Logs show no high-energy discharges or any radiological trances.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a meson weapon like they used on that battleship?” she asked. Thanks to Ghost, not only did all their ships have the ability to detect meson weapons, especially after seeing them in 2nd Level Hyperspace and then at the Second Battle of Earth, but they could also modulate their shields’ energy signature to provide at least some defense against them. She dearly hoped she’d never need that edge against their Dusman “allies.” She was relatively sure they knew about the shields as well. 
 
    <Analyzing.> 
 
    “Another of their frigates just exploded,” Bainbridge said as an identifier flashed out of existence on the Tri-V. “I want to be amused seeing the Dusman get their asses kicked, but it’s also humbling.” 
 
    “In many ways,” Alexis agreed. 
 
    On the main Tri-V, hundreds of signatures erupted from a trio of Dusman ships, broke up into four groups, and accelerated away at more than 1,000 Gs. Drones, she thought. Missiles didn’t tend to fly in tight groups. Sympathetic detonations on missiles were an issue, they weren’t on drones. They must be onto something. 
 
    <They are mass drivers,> Ghost said. 
 
    “Mass drivers are big, bulky, slow to fire, and don’t do much damage,” she replied. Not to mention they left random storms of high-speed projectiles cruising around a solar system waiting for someone to run into maybe a century later. 
 
    <These are firing projectiles at a significant fraction of the speed of light, upward of twenty percent.> 
 
    “Entropy!” Even a kilogram of nickel iron at 20 percent of C would hit with 500 megatons of energy! If regular shields had one weakness it was dealing with physical attacks, but mass drivers were just impractical on a starship scale. Either the Science Guild SI didn’t give a shit, or they’d figured out something nobody else understood. 
 
    <There are several of these launchers hidden on one of the asteroids the Dusman are sortieing against. Estimated fire rate is one shot per weapon every 5 minutes, assuming it is any sort of design I have seen.> 
 
    “So, slow and cumbersome, like expected.” 
 
    <Yes, but extremely powerful and difficult to locate because the projectiles are small and hard to track.> 
 
    Alexis nodded, thinking about New Warsaw and all the asteroids around Home. A grin slowly crossed her face. All she needed were the schematics. 
 
    “All secondary ships in our threat box have been neutralized,” Sofeeka confirmed. “Minor damage only on screening vessels, Lubieszów lost part of her ventral shields and a few missiles made it through. Captain Fookoolu reports they’re still combat ready.” 
 
    “Very good,” Alexis said, keeping half her pinplants on the Dusman, who were still grinding away at the defenses. An alarm signaled on her internal chronograph. The final fleet element was arriving. “Bring the fleet about to link up with the third element as they arrive.” Things might still work out well. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cockpit, Revenge, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Tsan slid her fighter through the facility’s shields at an angle, hoping to keep her speed up for a quick penetration, but not so fast that she couldn’t stop her ship before it passed through the other side. 
 
    She was successful—she thought—although the penetration would cause a fluctuation in the shields if anyone was looking for it. She waited for a double pawful of the Humans’ seconds and then, not seeing a reaction, she attached her ship to the hull, exited it, and shut down her quintessence link to it. Although the ship became visible, she didn’t want to stalk the station with a live link the SI onboard could take advantage of if it noticed her. Besides, there wasn’t any way for the station’s personnel to see the ship sitting there unless they came outside to look. And who would be dumb enough to walk on the outside of the station in the middle of a battle? 
 
    The trick was going to be getting into the station, which probably would alert the defenders to her presence. Since there was nothing that could be done about it, she didn’t dwell on it. She exited the ship in a skinsuit and helmet and made her way toward the closest hatchway into the facility. 
 
    She paused to look at the hatch mechanism then pulled out her slate. Before she could connect it to the terminal, though, she saw motion through the little window. Someone was coming out! Apparently, her ship’s approach had been noticed, and they’d sent someone out to see what had happened to cause the shield fluctuation. 
 
    When the small bot trundled out of the airlock, Tsan’s stomach sank. This was exactly what she didn’t want. It was a numbers game now. The odds were the robot wouldn’t see the ship as it was on the other side of some equipment and the bot was short. If she tried to disable the bot, though, the odds were that—unlike a live being—it would report her presence before she could destroy it. And, since it was probably SI-controlled, the SI would immediately know something was onboard the station and begin actively looking for her. 
 
    Rather than attack, she decided to wait. She crouched behind an equipment box to see what the bot would do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, EMS Orion, Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    Jim settled into his Raknar’s cockpit, along with Splunk, ten minutes prior to emergence. The rest of his fist were likewise standing by. They weren’t immersed in Zha Akee yet. He didn’t want to risk getting out of control and, well, destroying the transport. Alexis Cromwell would probably take it personally. 
 
    A moment’s falling sensation in zero G—always a strange sensation—announced their arrival in the Morgoth system. 
 
    “We’ve arrived in Morgoth, Colonel Cartwright,” the captain’s voice came over his pinplants. 
 
    “Status, Captain Gruber?” 
 
    “It’s a shit show, sir. The Dusman are taking heavy losses and appear to be in a massive drone battle. I’m not getting any data feed from them; they appear too busy. Either that or they’ve decided to only talk with each other via laser.” 
 
    Jim glanced over his shoulder at the armored and padded alcove. Splunk looked back and shrugged. 
 
    “Ske’sa might have been a little overconfident,” she said. 
 
    “A little?” 
 
    “We in the shit?” Fenn’s voice asked over the Raknar’s radio. 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Jim told him. “Captain Gruber said we’re linking up with the other Hussars ships.” 
 
    “Did they take losses?” 
 
    Jim knew he would want to know because Fenn was an ensign with them, so he checked the data feed. “No ships lost. Looks like Alexis destroyed another battleship.” 
 
    Fenn laughed. “She does do that a lot.” 
 
    Jim could see the other ships in his group all coming under power. Nigel’s and Sansar’s ships quickly fell into formation as they accelerated toward the planet. The station would be orbiting around it to be in “ideal” position for the battle. At least it looked like their part of the fight was going okay. 
 
    “Jim, this is Rick,” his old friend called from the ship he was sharing with Sato and the other…whatever they were. 
 
    “Hey, Rick, what’s up?” 
 
    “We’re detaching Vestoon to help the Dusman.” 
 
    “No offense, but what can one little ship do against all those drones and whatever guns are blowing up the Dusman?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Rick replied. “Sato is sure we’ll be more help there, though. If we have time and make it through, we’ll see you at the planet.” 
 
    “Best of luck,” Jim said. On the data feed, the small corvette detached from the transport it had ridden in on and accelerated toward the raging battle. 
 
    “Human is crazy,” Dante grumbled. 
 
    Jim observed the battle and wondered who was crazier. Then the readouts from the other ships began to act erratically. Several disappeared, and others turned for the stargate. 
 
    “What’s going on with the feeds?” Cindy Epard asked. 
 
    “Yeah, are we retreating?” Shawn Thompson asked. 
 
    “Can’t be,” Jim said, and commed the bridge. “Captain Gruber, can you advise on the data feeds?” 
 
    “They’re corrupted,” he replied immediately. “Just got word from the Asbaran ship; they’re switching off and going to self-generated telemetry only.” 
 
    “That’s going to complicate the battle,” Jim said. 
 
    “It’s the enemy SI,” Splunk said. “We’ll have to guard all our data systems.” 
 
    Jim nodded, remembering how the SIs had taken over people’s pinplants. He formulated a note and sent it off to his Cavaliers, who would be assaulting the station. Laser comms and direct comms only, they’d have to turn off their pinplants and forgo using battlespace. Buddha wouldn’t like that one bit; battlespace in their CASPers and pinplants was about the most useful tool any commander could ask for. You knew, more-or-less, where every soldier was, their condition, and what it looked like around them. 
 
    Nothing to do but push forward. He needed his Raknar on the planet. Down there, inside the web of deceit, he could get down to business. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Revenge, Morgoth System 
 
    “Detach,” Captain Gallagher, the CO of Revenge, ordered as the ships emerged into the system. Although it made sense to piggyback through hyperspace, Gallagher hated going into combat attached to another ship. If he was going to die, he’d rather it was because of his own stupidity, not someone else’s. 
 
    The main Tri-V began updating from off the data feed. Where were the Dusman ships? “Are you showing the Dusman?” 
 
    “No sir,” the sensor tech replied. “All I see is a—holy shit! There’s a huge mass of enemy ships coming from the planet.” 
 
    The Gobi Desert raced toward the stargate, accelerating faster than Gallagher would have thought possible. “Get on the radio!” Gallagher ordered. “Ask the Gobi Desert where the fuck they think they’re going.” 
 
    “Sir, uh, they say they aren’t going anywhere,” 
 
    “Well, that’s fucked up; looks like they’re running toward the stargate.” 
 
    “They swear they’re not.” 
 
    Gallagher shook his head and watched as the Gobi Desert left them behind, with the Sumatozou ship close behind. After a couple of seconds, the Revenge accelerated to follow the Golden Horde vessel. Gallagher shook his head. He would have been pasted to the aft bulkhead if they were accelerating that quickly. He sighed. “Kill the data feed and rebuild the tactical plot based on ship’s data only. Someone’s spoofing our network.” He looked at the comms officer. “Let the other ships know.” He turned back to the sensor tech. “I’d really like to know if those incoming ships exist, at your earliest opportunity.” 
 
    The plot began rebuilding, looking nothing like it had the first time. The Dusman ships appeared, although a lot fewer than they’d started with—someone has gotten their overconfident asses spanked, it looks like—racing toward some asteroids. The Hussars were closer to the emergence point than they had been briefed, but it looked like they were proceeding toward the station. Whatever destroyed the Dusman must have hung them up, too. 
 
    And, the assault force was in relatively close proximity, not running across the system. Fucking SIs. 
 
    “Helmsman, put us into position. Comms, make sure we don’t have any other data receivers that can be penetrated.” 
 
    The plot fuzzed out, and random targets appeared and disappeared on the line of bearing toward the Science Guild facility and some of the asteroids. “We’re getting some jamming,” the sensor tech said. 
 
    “I see that. It’s only going to get worse as we get closer to the station unless we take out those emitters.” 
 
    “Gobi Desert may be thinking the same thing,” the sensor tech said. “They’re launching their Avengers.” 
 
    The three little bombers raced ahead of the assault fleet. Gallagher had expected the Gobi Desert to have a larger airwing attached, but something had happened with the pilots or the craft to make most of their attack force unavailable for the assault on the Science Guild facility. The Horde rep didn’t want to discuss it much beyond the fact that they were “addressing some issues with the Avenger force.” Whatever that meant. 
 
    “Shuttles report ready,” the operations officer announced. “Gobi Desert and Pride of Sumas are ready as well.” 
 
    Gallagher looked over his shoulder to where the Sumatozou Peacemaker was watching quietly from the back of the CIC. “Want to give them a chance to surrender before the assault goes in?” the CO asked. “You know, announce your presence with authority?” 
 
    “Do you really believe the Science Guild would back down if I did?” 
 
    Gallagher waved a hand toward the tactical plot at the same time as the icon for another Dusman ship vanished from it. “Not a chance in hell.” 
 
    “I agree,” the Peacemaker said with a nod. “I think you can continue without wasting our time.” 
 
    “Very well. Launch all shuttles. Let Gobi Desert and Pride of Sumas know we’re launching.” 
 
    “Both report they’re launching,” the comms officer confirmed. 
 
    The tactical plot continued to fuzz in and out, but it held well enough to see the shuttle fleet form up as the Avengers looped back to lead them to the target. This would be the largest space assault Gallagher had ever been a part of. Twelve shuttles were transporting three companies of Asbarani—one Human and two Lumar—along with four shuttles of Golden Horde troopers, and four more of Sumatozou. Twenty shuttles raced through the black toward the Science Guild facility. If the Hussars and the Avengers didn’t get the defenses down before the shuttles reached weapons range, there were going to be a lot of dead troopers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Tsan looked at her slate for the 40th time as the bot tweaked the shield emitter. If everything was proceeding according to plan—besides the Dusman learning they weren’t as good as they thought they were—the facility assault forces would have entered the system and would be proceeding toward the station. She was supposed to take out the station’s local defenses so the assault shuttles could land, but she couldn’t do it while she waited for the stupid bot to finish its job. 
 
    She had no way to contact the assault force to see if they were on time or to tell them to delay. Any transmission she made would be the end of her. This wasn’t the same as infiltrating a Lumar base to kill someone; it was without a doubt the most heavily defended target of her life, with the most sophisticated defenses. 
 
    Tsan needed a way to get into the station unnoticed, but she had run out of time. She had decided to forgo the opportunity of following the bot into the station, but motion caught her eye as she was sneaking off; the bot was closing the access panel to the machinery it had been working on. 
 
    She stopped in her tracks and returned to her observation position. The bot tightened the bolts then turned and returned to the airlock. Pulling her quintessence as tightly about her as she could, she stalked after the bot, making it to the airlock as the door started closing. She slipped inside, staying as far away from the bot as possible. 
 
    The airlock cycled, and the interior door opened. After a second, the bot exited, turned to the right, and proceeded down the passageway. 
 
    Tsan stepped into the station and took a moment for a slow blink. She was in. The Hunt was on. Rather than following the bot, Tsan turned left. The facility was big enough to have spin-induced gravity, so travel wasn’t difficult. Finding the defensive station, however, was going to be. She was already behind schedule, and she didn’t have time to find it on her own. She was going to require assistance. Whether it was given willingly or, preferably, not. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “Data feeds just went to shit,” Bainbridge said. As the SitCom, her main job was to control the flow of information between Alexis and the fleet. Situation controllers were not a common position in the galaxy’s space navies, and only the Hussars’ ships which often served for squadron command used them. 
 
    Alexis found the position indispensable, especially in large battles like the one they were in. She glanced at the Tri-V. Sure enough, ships appeared to be disappearing, breaking off, or just coasting without fighting. Almost anything was possible, especially when fighting all-powerful, ancient synthetic intelligences. That many ships going catawampus at the same time was all but impossible. 
 
    <It is an SI, though I do not know if it is Minerva.> 
 
    “Switch to laser comms where practical with our own squadron, live radio relay and sensor data elsewhere,” she ordered. 
 
    <Laser communications can still, theoretically, be intercepted or corrupted.> 
 
    “And be sure even laser comms are reviewed. Don’t treat it as gospel.” 
 
    Shefoo, her longtime Buma communications officer, glanced at Alexis and then relayed the orders to her section, which handled all communications. She received a message and said, “The other merc ships and our transports are acknowledging similar attempts to interfere.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Yoop said, closing her tiny eyes as she concentrated. 
 
    “What do you have?” Bainbridge asked. 
 
    “A huge amount of interference in the direction of the asteroid at 2-9-9 mark 0-2-0.” 
 
    “On the Tri-V,” Alexis ordered, listening to the conversation. 
 
    The data appeared in a moment. At first glance it looked like interference or static, except it was too regular. “Drone launch,” she said. Yoop glanced at her then at the much larger Tri-V, confused. 
 
    “HUGE drone launch,” Alexis said emphatically. “Have Chimera and Phoenix get all their drones in the black. Order all other ships to launch as well; configure for destructive intercept.” The two Fiend-class drone carriers each held 120 drones and could slowly make more. The rest of her ships only contained another 50. Still, faced with the drone swarm on the way, there was no other choice. 
 
    “All ships, load interceptor missiles and orient for Formation P. Protect the merc cruisers and troop transports.” 
 
    <At least 5,000 drones,> Ghost said without emotion. <However, they are all small and are burning their engines at maximum. They won’t have much left to maneuver by the time they intercept.> 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if they plan to ram.” 
 
    <Interesting. Good point.> 
 
    “Glad your curiosity is piqued.” With all her drones in the black it would be down to 17-1 odds. Not the worst odds she’d faced, sure. Still pretty shit. 
 
    “All ships report missile launch ready,” Bainbridge said. “All drones in the black within four minutes.” 
 
    “Coordinate missile launch for intercept twenty seconds prior to drone intercept. See if we can one-two them.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Bainbridge said. 
 
    Alexis saw the fleet had moved away from the more vulnerable merc cruisers and transports. Onboard those transports were troops and six Raknar. She’d seen what they could do in a space battle, and it would be nice right now. But her mission was to get them to the station and the planet. She’d deal with the drones. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Avenger One, Approaching the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “There they go,” Thalb, the bomber’s weapons system officer, said as fifteen missiles streaked off from the three bombers and raced toward the Science Guild facility. “I don’t know if they’re going to make a difference, though. If the Hussars pounding on them with ship-based missiles can’t knock down their defenses, I don’t see how our pawful of missile will make a difference.” She sighed. “The Hussars just stopped attacking the station. Now our missiles have an even smaller chance of doing anything.” 
 
    “Why’d they do that?” 
 
    “Don’t know. They said they had to deal with a few drones or something.” 
 
    “What are a few drones to the big ships?” 
 
    “Don’t know. All I know is our missiles probably aren’t going to get past the station’s defenses, and doing laser runs on it seems like a stupid idea.” 
 
    Her pilot shrugged. “Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t,” Greel said. “I talked with Slorg before we left, and he told me a couple of things.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “First, we have to do something to make up for the damage we caused and repair our reputation. It doesn’t look good when the new mercenary race attacks its mentors and tries to blow up their ships.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t Thorb’s fault! He got taken over by the Science Guild.” 
 
    “Sure, we know that, but what’s the gossip going to say? The facts are that Thorb killed people and tried to drive Pegasus into the New Warsaw star, and that’s all anyone is talking about. We have to…‘salvage our reputation.’ That’s what Slorg said.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “That’s the second thing he said. We need to do something brave and daring.” 
 
    “Firing missiles isn’t very brave or daring. Especially if they don’t make a difference.” 
 
    “They might make a difference. And it’s brave and daring when they’re shooting at you.” 
 
    Thalb shrugged. “Not really. The Science Guild’s defenses can’t hit us this far out. Not when we have 23 Gs available. Besides, they’re more worried about the big ships. They’re hardly shooting at us.” She paused and watched her scope. “Missile impacts.” 
 
    “Did we knock down their shields?” 
 
    “Nope.” Thalb gave a wry laugh. “Not even close.” She broadened out the picture on her display. “The Humans and the elephants are going to get killed once they get in range. Their shuttles can’t maneuver for shit. Certainly not enough to avoid the missiles.” 
 
    Greel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know what we have to do.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We will lead the shuttles to the facility and get the station’s defenses to concentrate on us. We’ll be so annoying that they will focus on us and ignore the shuttles.” Greel smiled. “And that will be bold and daring.” 
 
    “That will be bold and daring,” Thalb agreed. “Right up until they kill us, anyway.” 
 
    Greel puffed up his chest. “Can you think of anyone else you’d rather go into the light with than me?” 
 
    “Lots, actually,” she said. She chuckled at the disappointed look he gave her as he deflated, then she reached over to put a paw on his arm. “But it’s my honor to go there with you.” She paused, listened to the radios for a second, then said, “Gobi Desert is calling for us to return and rearm.” 
 
    Greel pulled the bomber into a hard turn toward the station. “We’re not going. Call the other Avengers and tell them to join up with us. It’s time to reclaim our honor.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “Report on the drone scouts?” Cheef demanded. 
 
    “We narrowed it down to three asteroids,” the sensors tech said, showing them on one of the Ske’sa’s Tri-Vs. 
 
    “Which isn’t much more than we knew fifteen minutes and three dead ships ago,” he snapped. “Science says the gun should be massive, correct?” he glared at the science specialist. 
 
    “Barrel has to be at least ten kilometers long,” the scientist tech persisted. “Those three asteroids are the only ones big enough to harbor such a weapon.” 
 
    “Wait,” Cheef said. “A weapon of that power, accelerating a projectile to a fraction of C?” The scientist nodded, seemingly glad his Ske’sa understood. “So, accelerating that much energy toward us means it has to accelerate an equal amount in the opposite direction.” The science specialist nodded, curious, his ears up. Cheef used a finger and drew on the display, the Tri-V modifying the image to show a narrow arc behind each asteroid matching their direction of fire toward the fleet. “So where is the discharge behind them?” None of the three showed any such discharge. 
 
    Now the scientist looked confused. Cheef rubbed his ears in frustration. They’d all spent too much time in 2nd Level Hyperspace. The enemy there was deadly, but not as creative or wily as their ancient Adversary. “So, since we know it isn’t those three, which asteroid could it be hidden in?” 
 
    “None are large enough in the projection zone.” 
 
    Another ship exploded, and Cheef felt himself losing his patience. “Assume it is smaller than what we consider possible, examine the directions of the attacks, and decide where it must be!” 
 
    The scientist conferred with the tactical head. A minute later another asteroid lit up. “It is only four kilometers across, so it is too small, but it is in the correct location.” 
 
    Cheef examined the candidate, noting it was within a box including the three they’d first assumed. It would have been a much larger mistake if they’d been way off. He decided losing a bare dozen ships was a worthwhile cost to learn the tactics they would need. 
 
    “Ske’sa, we are being hailed by a ship entering our threat box.” 
 
    “Why is an enemy hailing us?” 
 
    “The ship is from the second Human group to arrive. It is an unknown corvette class.” 
 
    Cheef waved to his tactical commander and second in command. “Deal with the Human,” he said. The drones were still repositioning, coming together in a tightly dressed formation to proceed to their real target: the asteroid housing the mass driver. They’d just formed up and were accelerating when his tactical commander got his attention. “Yes?” 
 
    “The Human is requesting we change course and gave a new vector.” 
 
    “Why should we alter course for them?” A cruiser exploded, and Cheef cringed. They only had a few of those left. 
 
    The tactical commander spoke to the Human then turned back to the Ske’sa. “He says it’s so our ships will stop exploding.” 
 
    “What does it—” 
 
    “There’s more, please.” Cheef scowled but gestured to continue. “He says we are approaching a weapon called a Mobius Gun. He doesn’t give any details except to say it carries a massive amount of ammunition, can fire hundreds of times a second, and if we do not change course we are going to enter its area of fire. I have the targeting zone data provided by the Human which indicates a general area of risk and a zone where high rates of fire are possible.” A three-dimensional area lit up leading away from the asteroid. They would intersect that area in minutes. 
 
    Cheef blinked, ears straight up. “Is this possible?” 
 
    The scientist looked dubious yet terrified at the same time. “I cannot say what is possible for the Science Guild to have developed in so many eons. Suffice it to say the weapon, whatever it is called, is within that asteroid.” He pointed at the one the drones were heading toward. “Also, it is too small to house such a weapon in any form we know of.” 
 
    “So, you are saying yes, it could be true?” 
 
    In a rippling series of titanic explosions, the hundreds of Dusman drones which had been zeroing in on the asteroid were destroyed. The color shifting effect from the near-C weapons were clearly visible, even light seconds away. The drones had entered the zone where the Human had indicated the weapon was capable of a high rate of fire. 
 
    “The Human said—you see?” 
 
    “What do we do?” a statistician asked. 
 
    “Are you stupid? Order the fleet to change course. Get us out of that abomination’s kill box!” 
 
    They lost two more ships, a frigate and yet another cruiser, before they cleared the kill box of the so-called Mobius Gun. The Human ship accelerated toward the asteroid housing the gun. Cheef watched it with interest. What can one tiny Human ship do against such a threat? Then the little ship seemed to disappear. 
 
    “Was it destroyed?” Cheef asked. 
 
    “No, Ske’sa. It just vanished.” 
 
    “Move the fleet toward the planet,” he ordered. “We’ll support the station attack. And stay clear of the accursed thing!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Tsan quietly opened the hatch, looked around, then exited the small room. As she closed and locked the hatch, she noticed a spot of blood on her paw she’d missed. She sighed, a habit she’d picked up from Nigel—who did it a lot—and cleaned herself before heading down the corridor. She hadn’t gotten as much information from the Jeha as she’d hoped, but she hadn’t had a lot of time to convince him to help her. She’d had to resort to expedient methods which—although she’d gotten the information she needed—had made more of a mess than she’d intended. And who knew the Jeha had a major blood vessel that tore open when you pulled off the fourth leg on the left side? She shook her head. At least it had finally convinced the stupid bug to cooperate. 
 
    As she ran along the passageway, she could hear the sounds of missiles launching, and pushed herself to run faster. At the third junction, she turned toward the interior of the station, and the sounds of weapons fire faded. They had cleared the passageways for the ongoing combat. The few beings who were out may have noticed a sudden breeze pass them, but none could see through her quintessence. 
 
    Reaching the CIC space—the “Restricted Access” sign gave it away—she knocked on the hatch. After a few moments, the hatch opened, and an opSha looked out into the corridor. It quickly closed the hatch and locked it, but by then it was too late. 
 
    Tsan took a few seconds to look around the facility. It was really quite small for such a large station; she guessed most of the systems were automated. A high-level SI could do most of the jobs in the CIC better than the opSha seated at the different stations, and it was probably tied into most of the functions. 
 
    As she watched the technicians, she realized that was exactly what was going on—the SI had assumed control of the station’s defense. Although the eight opSha stared at their screens, they didn’t appear to be doing anything. 
 
    She could easily kill the opSha and blow up the center, but the SI probably had local control of the various defensive systems, she realized. It would be able to recover nearly instantaneously from any loss of CIC control. The computer chip she had from Section 51 would help, but first there was the matter of the opSha to deal with. 
 
    Tsan started with the opSha around the corner from the rest of the monkey-like creatures, slitting its throat. She gently lowered it to the deck and came around the station to find the rest of the opSha heading toward her with their knives drawn. 
 
    How did they know? She hadn’t made a sound! 
 
    Obviously, they were all tied together somehow—perhaps through the SI. That would make it more challenging. She dodged to one side and the group went past her. As the last monkey raced by, she jumped on its back and slit its throat. Before she could jump off, the others were already turning around toward her. 
 
    As fast as she could, she threw knives at four of the remaining opSha. The first one buried itself in its target’s chest, as did the second, two were batted away by the monkeys. She’d killed half of the opSha, but she was down to the remaining two knives in her hands. 
 
    “Interesting,” a modulated voice said as the remaining opSha spread out. “I take it there is a Depik here. How stimulating. I always wanted one to experiment with, but they always had the bad habit of killing themselves before I could capture them.” 
 
    Tsan ignored the voice, knowing it couldn’t hurt her; the opSha, however, could. She tried to go behind another of the station’s defenders, but it followed her motions as if he could see her. 
 
    “Yes,” the voice said. “My minions cannot see you, but I can, and I can control them. I look forward to having you as my subject for a long time.” 
 
    The four opSha herded her toward a corner. Any time she tried to move around them, they adjusted to block her. Their movement was preternaturally fast; almost as fast as her own. Taking down four of them would be difficult without one of them getting in a slash or two. 
 
    “Happily,” the voice said, “I have also been made aware of some new technology that will assist in your capture.” 
 
    Tsan felt her muscles lock up as the Veetanho’s freeze ray hit her, interrupting control to her muscles. The four opSha quickly moved forward to grab her. 
 
    A year before—gods, even six months before—it would have worked, and they would have caught her. She became visible as she let go of her quintessence, and she slow-blinked. The closest opSha was starting to pull back as she launched herself at him and buried one of her knives in his throat. She sprang to the next one and slammed her other knife though its eye socket, then she somersaulted backward off it as an opSha slashed across where she’d just been. 
 
    Tsan hit the deck next to an opSha and used her claws to slice what served as an Achilles tendon for the simian creatures. The other one slashed at her again, but only stabbed the stricken opSha in the thigh as she jumped away. She snatched a knife from the hand of the opSha with the knife in its throat, blocked a slash from the unwounded opSha, and stabbed the wounded one in the chest. 
 
    The knife hung up in its ribs, and pain blossomed across her back as she tried to free it; the last opSha had finally hit her. She jumped away, leaving the knife embedded in the opSha and spun to face the remaining defender. The monkey pulled the knife she just left out of the opSha and threw it at her. It came at her with considerable velocity, but she snatched it out of the air. 
 
    “You will not get away,” the voice said. The hatch unlocked with an audible click! “I have a number of defenders en route. Give up now and save yourself some pain.” 
 
    “Never.” Tsan threw the knife and launched herself after it. The opSha batted the knife out of the air but couldn’t recover fast enough to knock her aside as well. She hit him with a flurry of claws. He fell backward, his face and throat savaged. 
 
    Tsan glanced around the room, ensuring all the opSha were down and strutted to the terminal used to control the station’s missile systems. It went dark as she approached. She turned to the next one, and it went offline, as well. 
 
    “You’re afraid of me?” Tsan asked. “I’m not surprised, all races fear the Depik.” 
 
    The voice laughed. “I do not fear you. I have been alive for thousands of years, and I will be alive for thousands of years after your race is removed from the galaxy.” 
 
    “Then why are you keeping me from the terminals?” 
 
    The voice laughed again, and the screen next to her came back alive. “What is it that you think you can do to me?” 
 
    “To you? Nothing from here. But I can get my friends onto the station.” She palmed the computer chip from a pouch on her belt as she studied the terminal. 
 
    “How do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “Umm…I think that locking all the missile ports closed and firing a round of missiles should do the job very well.” 
 
    The buttons she needed appeared on the screen. She pushed them, but nothing happened. “Turn yourself in, and I’ll consider unlocking the buttons. My minions are almost there. All you have to do is give yourself up.” 
 
    “I trust you about as far as I can throw you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s a Human saying. It means that since I can’t get my claws on you, I can’t throw you, and, therefore, I don’t trust you at all. Here’s another Human saying my friend Nigel uses. Fuck you!” 
 
    Tsan slipped the computer chip into the input slot. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Avenger One, Approaching the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Here we go,” Greel said as he turned the bomber toward the Science Guild facility. The other two Avengers took up combat spread positions on his wings and the shuttles fell into trail as the stream raid proceeded toward the station. 
 
    Greel whipped the bomber into a series of maneuvers that had Thalb pressed into her seat. The SalShas’ ability to take the higher G load allowed them to continue to press toward the station while staying ahead of the train of shuttles behind them. 
 
    “Missile…launch,” Thalb grated out. Although pressed into her seat, she could still see the monitors. “Lots…of them.” 
 
    If anything, Greel slammed the bomber harder from side to side. How he was able to do it and still keep somewhat in formation with the other two bombers was beyond Thalb, and one of the reasons she’d asked to fly with him. His piloting skills were special. Some pilots were like plumbers, yanking the plane back and forth, forcing the craft to do their will; others seemed to merge with the bomber. They thought what they wanted it to do, and it obeyed them. Greel was one of the latter, and without a doubt the smoothest pilot she’d ever flown with. Even though she was getting beat to shit. 
 
    Something flashed in the corner of Thalb’s eye. 
 
    “Three’s…down.” 
 
    Thalb winced. She’d been dating Sharg, the pilot of Avenger Three. At least he hadn’t gone into the light alone. “Oh…shit,” she said as her monitor updated. 
 
    “Oh shit…not helpful,” Greel said. He took a quick breath. “What…you got?” 
 
    “More missiles inbound.” It looked like the station had cleared its racks. Although there didn’t appear to be another round after the one headed toward them, the wave was huge, and at least ten of the missiles were targeting them. 
 
    “Got…this,” Greel forced out. The ship danced on its fusion torch, and Greel used the remainder of the craft’s chaff and flares, trying to give the missiles something to guide on other than the Avenger. “Gonna…be…all right,” he said with a grunt. “One more…” 
 
    There was a flash, and Thalb saw Sharg waiting for her in the light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Tsan waited a second after inserting the chip, but nothing happened. She didn’t know what she expected, maybe the terminal to melt down? But there should have been something. The SI stopped talking; that was something. 
 
    She didn’t know how much time she had, but she doubted it was much. She pushed the button to lock the missile ports closed, paused to give them a second to shut, then pushed the button to fire a round of missiles. The station shuddered back and forth as if in the grip of a California earthquake. 
 
    “What have you done?” the SI asked. 
 
    “What you let me do.” Tsan stretched. Her back was beginning to hurt. 
 
    “You only think you know pain,” the SI said. “Once I deal with your friends, I will spend centuries inflicting pain on you. I will clone you, then kill you, then clone you again. Your clones, and your deaths, will be legion. Then I will find your progeny and experiment on them as well.” 
 
    All the monitors in the CIC turned off as a horde of opSha poured through the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle Five, En Route to the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Sir, you’re not going to believe this,” the Pendal pilot said over the intercom in his quiet voice as the shuttle continued to violently twist and turn, “but they just stopped shooting at us, and I’ve got explosions going off all across the station.” 
 
    “I do believe it,” Nigel Shirazi said. And Tsan can have all the catnip she wants—or whatever it is she likes—when we get back. “Head straight for the station, full speed.” 
 
    “But how—” 
 
    “We have someone on the inside. She’s probably under attack now. We need to get there, ASAP, before the defenses come back up again!” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” the pilot said, rolling the craft. Nigel was pushed toward the back of the craft as the pilot pushed the throttles to the stops. 
 
    Hold on Tsan. We’re coming for you. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, En Route to the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Sansar saw stars as the pilot initiated yet another eye-watering evasive maneuver. Even though they were following the SalSha to the target, a few missiles leaked past them and the shuttle pilots were doing their best to keep the station from getting a lock on them. The assault on the station was more violent than any attack Sansar had been a part of, and she almost found herself wishing for a nice, safe orbital drop. Something where she could see what was coming at her. Then she realized what she was thinking and shook her head, just in time for the pilot to whip the craft to the right, slamming her head into the left side of her CASPer’s cockpit. 
 
    There were straps and gel coating there to prevent permanent damage—probably—but all bets had been off on that for a while as she was slammed from side to side. The only thing she knew was that the radical maneuvers were keeping her alive for a few seconds longer, and that to ask the pilot to “fly straight and level for a second or two” was contraindicated. 
 
    “The missiles just stopped!” the pilot called over the intercom. “We’re five minutes to the station. I’ve been trying to comm you—” 
 
    The pilot’s voice cutoff, and it took Sansar a second to realize what he’d been saying. A shiver ran down her spine as the shuttle stopped maneuvering completely. She toggled the intercom. “Flight Station, Cargo Bay.” 
 
    All the muscles in her body clenched, knowing there must be a missile en route to them to blast them into tiny pieces, unless it was a nuke, which would atomize them. “Flight Station, Cargo Bay. Come in!” 
 
    “If anyone in the shuttles can hear me,” an unknown voice said on the radio, “this is Gobi Desert flight ops. Brace for impact! Brace for—” 
 
    Something slammed into the shuttle, her head bounced off the inside of her CASPer, and the world went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    <Based on the drones’ speed and likely expenditure of fuel, we have an opportunity to evade.> 
 
    “And the ships we’re screening?” 
 
    <They do not have the performance.> 
 
    “Then we fight.” On the periphery, she could see the orbital facility assault fleet coming under missile attack. There was nothing she could do about that. Damn it, there was just too much. This attack might have been a bad idea. 
 
    The display in the little Tri-V next to her command chair counted down to the missile intercept. They were launched quickly to allow them a long coast, reducing the chance of them being spotted. Once they released their boosters, the missiles were nearly impossible to detect. Space is big, and the missiles were small, dark, and electronically quiet. As the count approached zero, the enemy drones altered their courses slightly. 
 
    <Minerva is anticipating the strategy.> 
 
    “I can see that.” There was nothing to do but watch—the missiles weren’t drones—they couldn’t be reprogrammed or altered in the terminal stage of their attack. They detonated as instructed, missing a startling number of the drones. 
 
    “Kill count is between 800 and 1,200 drones,” Bainbridge said, finishing her assessment just seconds after the last nuclear detonation. “Maybe twenty-five percent effective.” 
 
    Alexis snarled and looked at the wave of drones bearing down on her fleet. Around 4,000 drones were still inbound against her own 290. The Winged Hussars drones were no pushovers, more like unmanned fighters than mere drones, thanks largely to Ghost’s programming. Her drones began engaging, sweeping dozens, hundreds of the enemy drones aside. It was like swatting one mosquito at a time in a swamp. 
 
    <I’ve isolated the SI’s command frequencies,> Ghost said. 
 
    “Can you jam them?” 
 
    <I am trying; however, it is not working. Wait…> 
 
    “What?” 
 
    <The SI has stopped transmitting.> 
 
    On the Tri-V, Alexis saw the enemy drones stop accelerating, maneuvering, or fighting. Her eyes darted around, and her mind assessed. Her drones were about to pass the enemy drones where both sides’ velocity would carry them quickly out of each other’s engagement range. 
 
    “Order our non-missile-armed drones to alter their course to the enemy’s drone concentrations and self-destruct!” she yelled. Instantly the Hussars’ drones burned their tiny fusion engines, altering their courses at nearly a thousand Gs. A split second later, most of them exploded into rippling balls of fusion fire. 
 
    “Our drones took approximately 3,200 enemy drones with them,” Yoop said. “A couple hundred may be heavily damaged or with EMP-cooked brains.” 
 
    “Regardless, 4,400 out of 5,000 is a win. How many of our drones made it through to the other side?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “Twenty-one,” Bainbridge said. 
 
    “Order them to strike the asteroid which launched the drones.” The Tri-V showed the surviving enemy drones closing fast. “All ships, prepare to repel drone attack!” 
 
    Missiles were launched, chewing up a few. They were now difficult targets due to their speed. All the Hussars’ ships oriented to bring the most CID lasers to bear that they could. The enemy drones were traveling dozens of kilometers per second, turning themselves into formidable kinetic weapons. Sensor readings on many of the drones indicated they’d all but turned their miniature fusion engines to glowing slag, using everything they had to put on extra meters per second of velocity. 
 
    In a split second, the drones were upon and amidst them. Every ship blazed at the attackers with lasers, further reducing their numbers. At the last instant, all the ships maneuvered radically in an attempt to make themselves more difficult targets. 
 
    Whatever had happened to the drones’ controlling signals, without instructions, they weren’t able to fine tune their attacks. Alexis was fairly certain they were targeted on Pegasus and the other Egleesius-class ships. 
 
    “Multiple hits!” Bainbridge said and the friendly markers on the Tri-V flashed impacts. Arion, Shadowfax, and Nuckelavee all took hits, and each reported damage. The Branch-class cruiser Howler took a direct hit and exploded. Hippogriff took considerable damage to its engineering section. 
 
    Ghost gave Pegasus’ engines a quick, hard push. An enemy drone annihilated itself on the shields, rocking the ship like a giant slamming a club against the hull. Alexis was just beginning to count her good luck when another ship’s indicators flashed. The transport Orion was hit by three drones and nearly cut in half. 
 
    “Orion had the Raknar,” Yoop said. 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis agreed, quietly wondering just how tough the mechs were. A second later, six targets emerged from the wreckage of her former transport. In seconds, each was radiating massive amounts of power. Guess that answers the question. 
 
    “They don’t look like they were even scratched,” Freep noted. 
 
    Alexis nodded as the Raknar oriented themselves and ignited their fusion jumpjets, accelerating toward their objective as if this had been their intention all along. 
 
    “We have escape pods from Orion,” Shefoo said. 
 
    “Order shuttles out to pick them up,” Alexis said, and examined the battlespace. It was fragmented and incomplete thanks to the SI screwing with the bloody data feeds. There were no ships in their immediate threat box. “Since Chimera and Phoenix are out, break them off to assist in recovery for any survivors from Howler and with getting Hippogriff under control.” The latter battlecruiser was struggling with only ten percent engine power. Captain Corder was stubborn and had no intention of surrendering his ship to the black if there was any chance whatsoever of saving her. 
 
    “How’s the assault on the station going?” she asked Ghost. She was most worried about Nigel but didn’t voice it. 
 
    <The landing forces have breached the perimeter and are preparing to board. They have suffered approximately nine percent losses. Sansar Enkh’s dropship has been critically damaged.> 
 
    “Is she alive?” 
 
    <Yes, for the moment.> 
 
    “Tough bitch, reminds me of someone else I know.” 
 
    <Your mate, Nigel, is unharmed.> 
 
    “Thank you,” she thought, taking a deep breath. She didn’t want to tell her children about their father; she’d rather they learned about him themselves. 
 
    <I have completed as detailed a survey of the station as possible, considering the interference Minerva is creating.> The Tri-V on her command chair lit up with the multiple ringed station, including areas highlighted with descriptions and subtext saying they either certainly were, probably were, or likely were as Ghost described. <The spine section has something most interesting.> 
 
    Alexis examined it. “Is that a manufactory?” 
 
    <Without a doubt, and a unique design too. It is reminiscent of the one which built me.> 
 
    “Oh, I want. I wonder if my fiancé will get it for me as a wedding gift?” She spoke aloud. “Shefoo, put me through to Colonel Shirazi.” 
 
    “There’s a crap-ton of interference,” the Buma comms officer warned. 
 
    “Do the best you can but make it laser comms. We can’t risk an intercept.” The Buma pointed at her with a feathered hand to indicate she was connected. 
 
    “Asbaran Actual, this is Pegasus Actual, I have a high value target request…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, En Route to the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Sansar screamed as consciousness returned. She was in the dark, and her leg was on fire. 
 
    “Unexpected termination,” her suit’s system status read. “Reboot?” She reinitialized the system. While she was waiting, her hand crept down her leg, dreading what she’d find; her right leg felt like it had been ripped off. 
 
    No, she realized, I can still feel my toes—I think—the leg must still be attached. 
 
    Her hand made it to her thigh and came in contact with something hard sticking out of it as the suit’s interior lights came on. Something long, thin, and round had pierced her armor, gone through the meat of her thigh, and exited out the back of the CASPer. Well, that explained the fires of hell burning in her leg. 
 
    The system came online. Only half of her squad’s CASPers showed up in her Tri-V’s status display; the other half were the black of dead suits. The operational suits were lit up like Christian Christmas trees. No, she saw, that wasn’t right. There were nowhere near enough green lights. Most of the suits were outlined in red and yellow. Including the red light on her own suit’s right leg. 
 
    Sansar tried to look around the cargo bay, but all the lights were off. She flicked the switch, and her exterior lights came on. The cargo bay was a tangled mess. It looked like a second shuttle had run into them broadside, and its nose had penetrated the cargo compartment on the bulkhead across from her. It was hard to see, exactly, as one of the shuttle’s probes, a long thin tube about five feet long, had speared through Private Hoyt’s CASPer and then continued through her leg. Hoyt—or what was left of him—hung on the probe in front of her, blocking most of her vision. 
 
    Although it went through her leg, the probe had gone through Hoyt’s suit at chest level, and there was plenty of red smeared along the metal that connected their suits. Blood bubbled from where the probe exited his suit. 
 
    A second light snapped on, providing additional illumination in the bay, then a third, and several of the CASPers began moving. There wasn’t much space to do anything, though, as the nose of the second shuttle blocked a lot of the bay, and CASPers that had been ripped from that bulkhead in the collision crowded much of the open area. 
 
    A CASPer moved in front of her and pointed to its exterior pickups. 
 
    Sansar blinked and looked down; she hadn’t turned on any of her comms. She flipped them on and was inundated with people yelling and trying to talk over one another. She turned them all off and reinitialized the radio to find people screaming at each other on the assault frequency. 
 
    “Everybody, shut the hell up!” she yelled. After a couple of seconds, the frequency cleared. Now, who’d been calling them? Oh, yeah…“Gobi Desert, this is Horde Actual. Sitrep, over?” 
 
    “Good to hear from you, ma’am,” the tech on the Gobi Desert replied. “The situation is all fucked up, ma’am. Shuttle Two rammed Shuttle One, and Shuttle Three rammed Shuttle Four. You’re the first person we’ve talked to from any of the shuttles. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Because they didn’t disable their pinplants, and the Science Guild took them over. Pass the word to Gobi Desert Ops to make sure everyone in the task fleet has their damned pinplants turned off.” 
 
    “That makes sense, ma’am. We’ve had some people acting strangely, and the troops left onboard have had to use lethal force on some of them.” 
 
    Blue Sky! They’d told everyone to turn off their pinplants! Now look at the mess they were in! 
 
    “We’re going to need a tow,” Sansar said. “Shuttle Two’s nose is through the starboard bulkhead of One. We have mass casualties.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am, we don’t have anyone we can send—the only available craft are the two Avengers returning from a strike on the station, and one has combat damage.” 
 
    “Send the one that’s damaged to our position, and the undamaged one to check on the other shuttles. We’re working on damage assessment here. Stand by, I’ll be back soon.” Sansar flipped the switch for intercom. Someone had taken control in the interim. She looked at the CASPer in front of her. Franklin. 
 
    “Status?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Five dead, six wounded,” the first sergeant said. “I assume you’re wounded in there. I doubt that—” he pointed at the probe through her leg, “—missed everything on its way through.” 
 
    “It’s through the meat of my thigh,” Sansar replied, “and it hurts like a son of a bitch. So much so, that I’m looking forward to the nanobot shot I’m going to get once you cut it off and remove it.” 
 
    “Must hurt a lot if you’re looking forward to that,” Franklin said with a chuckle. 
 
    Sansar had to close her eyes to keep from passing out. “It does,” she said when she could see again. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, ma’am?” 
 
    “I need you and everyone else who’s able to go outside and over to the other shuttle to see who’s still combat effective. There’s a fighter en route that will give us a tow to the station. I also need somebody to stay here and cut me out of this. I’m no good pinned here and—much as I liked Hoyt—I don’t want to sit here and watch his blood boil away any longer than I have to.” 
 
    “Makes sense, ma’am.” He began giving orders and the people aft of her put the ramp down using battery power and exited the shuttle. “Looks like you’re stuck with me, ma’am,” Franklin said, “since I can’t get past you.” 
 
    “Got any ideas for how we’re going to get me off this?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Only one, ma’am, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like it much.” 
 
    “What is it?” Sansar asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Well…” He moved around to get a better view. “It looks like the probe goes through both sides of the shuttle. I don’t suspect it’s going to move a lot if I were to chop it.” 
 
    “Chop it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, with my sword. I think it’s thin enough I can chop through it. The shuttle’s bulkheads should hold it in place when I do it, so it won’t hurt as much. Well, more than anything else, anyway. We don’t have a torch to burn through it, and it would heat it up a lot to do that…and take a bunch of time…” 
 
    “Do it,” Sansar said before she could change her mind. “We need to get going and we can’t while I’m still trapped here. Do it, First Sergeant; that’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He turned slightly, and his sword blade snapped out. He turned back and raised it to the shuttle’s ceiling above where the probe came out of Hoyt. “Ready?” 
 
    Sansar shut her eyes. “Do it.” 
 
    She may have passed out for a while—the probe had jerked downward when Franklin cut through it, jolting the portion still attached to her leg—because the next thing she knew, she was floating further aft in the shuttle’s cargo bay. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Franklin was asking. “Let me know when you’re back with us.” 
 
    “I…am,” she said weakly. 
 
    “Okay, so that was the easy part.” 
 
    “That was the easy part?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He pointed to the probe, which was still sticking through her leg. “If you intend to come with us to the station, I’m going to have to pull this out.” 
 
    Why in Blue Sky couldn’t you have done that while I was passed out? 
 
    “I’d have done it while you were passed out, but I needed you conscious so you can heal your leg and fix your suit. I didn’t want you to bleed out in there or lose all your oxygen.” 
 
    Oh. That makes sense. “Got it. Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Okay, but I need you to stay conscious this time,” Franklin said. “We can patch the suit—or try to, anyway—from the outside, but we won’t be able to know your suit’s integrity as well as you can, and I need you to apply the whole medkit to your leg once I remove the probe.” 
 
    “I can do that,” she said. 
 
    She must not have sounded confident, because Franklin asked, “You sure, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes. Blue Sky!” she exclaimed, a little stronger. She took out the medkit dispenser and primed it. “I’m ready, damnit.” 
 
    “Here we go, then.” Franklin took hold of the probe in his right hand and put his left on her leg next to where it went through her armor. “On three. One, two, three!” He yanked, and the probe was ripped free of her leg. 
 
    She screamed, almost losing consciousness, and directed the dispenser’s spray at her leg by feel, since she couldn’t see through the pain. She’d been right; removing the probe hurt so badly that the application of the nanites didn’t hurt any worse. She sprayed out the contents of the dispenser, alternating between the front and back of her thigh. 
 
    When the pain had cleared enough that she could see again, she realized Franklin was trying to talk to her. And getting pretty frantic at her lack of a reply. “I’m fine,” she said. “Okay, not fine, but I’m alive, and I don’t have a long piece of steel through me anymore, so thanks for that.” 
 
    “We tried to patch your suit,” he said. “How’s it reading?” 
 
    She looked at her monitors and saw her oxygen was reading at less than half, and it was dropping at a faster-than-normal rate. “Just below half. Standby.” She pulled out the patching kit and covered the holes as best she could. Between her attempts and the exterior work her troops had done, it didn’t appear she was bleeding atmosphere anymore. “That seems to have fixed it.” She watched it a couple of seconds longer. “Yeah, my levels suck, but at least the leak is stopped.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and tried to focus her thoughts. Major surgery on top of what was probably a concussion from a spaceship crash had her operating less than optimally. That, on top of having her pinplants turned off had her seriously off her game. First things first. 
 
    “Has anyone made it over to the other shuttle?” she asked. “Any word?” 
 
    “We’re about as bad off as your squad,” Sergeant Major Muunokhoi “Mun” Enkh said from next to her. 
 
    Mun. I should have guessed even a shuttle crash wouldn’t kill the old warrior. 
 
    “Maybe a little better,” Mun continued, “as we were the ones who hit you, rather than being on the receiving end.” She nodded toward Sansar’s leg. “Three dead, plus the two pilots. Eight wounded. Most are able to proceed with the attack.” 
 
    Sansar turned to Franklin. “Did our pilots make it?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Looks like something burned out their pinplants and short-circuited their brains.” 
 
    “Stupid aviators,” Sansar said, shaking her head. 
 
    “They weren’t at the briefing,” Mun said. “They were preflighting the shuttles. They may not have gotten the word that it was time to turn off everyone’s pinplants and then, in the excitement, they never thought to do it.” 
 
    Sansar sighed. “Blue Sky.” 
 
    “So,” Mun said. “We’re a long way from where we’re supposed to be. Are we going back to the ship or continuing on?” 
 
    “We’re continuing on,” Sansar said. “We need to get our people back. A bomber is coming that—” 
 
    “It’s here,” Mun said. “It arrived while they were patching your suit. Not sure if it’s tow-worthy, though…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You better come look.” Mun led her to the ramp at the back of the shuttle and pointed to the ship that was standing by near them. It could only be seen periodically as the two-shuttle jumble was rotating slowly. 
 
    “Wow,” Sansar said when she got a good look at it. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The bomber had survived the missile that had detonated nearby, but not by much. Most of the starboard wing was shredded, and the port side was pockmarked with a number of holes. Most of the canopy was missing, as was the vertical stabilizer in the back. She doubted it would have been flyable in atmosphere, but, apparently, it still worked in space. 
 
    “Is he going to be able to tow us to the station?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “No,” Mun said. “But we did come up with something else…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle Seventeen, Approaching the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Ten seconds,” the pilot said. The ramp dropped, and Colonel Fragontic got his first look at the spindle section of the Science Guild’s facility. Although the brief had said “huge,” the word alone didn’t give him an appreciation for how devastatingly large it was. The spindle stretched into the distance, kilometers in length. The station’s rings went further than he could see. He’d thought Karma was large. He’d been wrong. 
 
    The station rapidly approached. The shuttle set down with a thump and the electronic snaps of the magnetic clamps latching on. Fragontic followed his troops out the back of the shuttle, using his maneuvering unit to guide him “above” the members of his company as they poured out of the four shuttles. He didn’t know how they all made it unscathed—certainly the facility should have had some galaxy-class defenses—but he didn’t want to look up a gift shala’s trunk. 
 
    As planned, the shuttles had surrounded the little courier ship that was already attached to the station’s spine, so his troops were in good position to defend it from exterior attack. Since his mission was to keep anyone from getting into the ship from the interior, though, they needed to get into the station. 
 
    He didn’t want to have to cut a hole in the station—one big enough to admit a Sumatozou was a fairly sizable hole, after all—but he wasn’t above doing it if that’s what was needed. If an explosive decompression sucked out a few of the station’s defenders, too, then that just made his job a little easier. They needed to prevent anyone from getting into the ship, and by Sumas, that’s what he was going to do. 
 
    “We found a cargo airlock that will work for us,” Pagontal reported. “Unfortunately, we’re locked out.” 
 
    “Blow it.” Having a Peacemaker give you a free hand made some things a lot easier. “Set up a perimeter on both the interior access point to the ship and the exterior access as well. Make sure the heavy weapons have good fields of fire. No one gets into that ship. No one even gets close to the ship. Kill everyone who approaches.” He’d been briefed on how the SIs had gotten away in previous assaults. 
 
    Not today, Minerva. Your electronic ass is mine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle Five, En Route to the Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Twenty seconds to target,” the Pendal pilot said over the intercom. “Ramp coming down.” The black of space yawned at the rear of the craft as the ramp went into motion. 
 
    “Ten—” The pilot broke off for a second. “Colonel Shirazi, I’m getting a radio call for you from Hussars Actual. She says she has an emergent target for you.” 
 
    Alexis, what are you doing to me? Anyone else, he would have ignored the transmission and continued on mission. But it’s Alexis. “What does she want?” The shuttle hovered over the station; Nigel could see it no more than five meters below the craft. This is so not the time to change targets. 
 
    “She says there’s a high value manufactory inside the station. She wants you to secure it for the Hussars.” 
 
    Seriously? In the middle of an assault? Couldn’t we pick up as plunder after the victory? 
 
    “She says the manufactory is the same kind as the one that built Pegasus and that it’s probably got advanced knowledge and templates in it. She’s worried the SI will destroy it if it thinks it’s going to fall into our hands.” 
 
    It probably would, at that. Worse, it was probably going to mean fighting more SI-controlled bots. Because I still have nightmares about the last ones we fought. Nigel sighed. The things we do for the ones we love. “Did she say what it looked like?” 
 
    “It’ll be a plain alloy tube about two kilometers across, positioned in a large bay.” Well, at least they weren’t going to hide it in a closet somewhere…but two kilometers long? We’re going to need more people to defend it. “It’ll have lots of boxy protrusions and small drives visible, with thousands of access ports. If it’s running, it will have a bunch of bot arms moving around fabricating stuff. She’s sending targeting info for what she thinks is its location.” 
 
    Nigel sighed again. “Pilot, tell her if we can get to it, we’ll capture it and hold it for her. You’ll also need to let the Revenge and Gobi Desert know that we’ll need every single Lumar still aboard as soon as the shuttles can get them here.” 
 
    “Copy all, sir. I’ll let them know.” 
 
    The shuttle held its position over the station, and Nigel shook his head. Changing the mission and splitting your forces at the start of the battle is not the way you want to begin an attack. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, EMS Orion, Morgoth System 
 
    “It’s a real fight out there,” Captain Gruber said over the comms with Jim. 
 
    “Winning?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Gruber said. Then he was silent for a long moment. “Shit, they just launched a fuck-ton of drones! Hold on, this is going to get hot.” 
 
    Not much else I can do, Jim thought. Gruber was kind enough to send a data feed of what the ship was seeing. Yeah, that’s a shit-ton. Space was full of drones, thousands of them. The enemy SI was not happy. 
 
    “I doubt they can get all of them,” Dante said from his Raknar. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Ensign Fenn said. Among them, he was the lone member of the Hussars and knew space combat the best. 
 
    “Let’s take our power plants out of standby,” Jim said. “It might cost us a few minutes of full power on the ground, but better that than getting caught without power.” 
 
    All the Raknar drivers acknowledged and began powering up their mechs. 
 
    Jim watched idly as the battle developed. Unable to affect the outcome, he felt strangely disconnected from it, even though thousands of drones were racing toward him at unspeakable speed. Some part of him was certain, even as the Hussars launched their meager couple hundred drones, that Alexis Cromwell would find a way to pull a diamond out of the pile of shit this attack was turning into. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised when the enemy drones seemed to stop acting intelligently, making themselves easier targets for the Hussars drones. Missiles took out more, then the ships were being hit. Jim figured, since the drones appeared uncontrolled, they would be easy pickings. He continued thinking that until the first one hit Orion. 
 
    Explosive decompression made the inside of the cargo hold sound like the inside of the worst hurricane imaginable. Jim was slammed against his harness as the ship slewed sideways. Most of the Raknar support crew were in safe places, but he clearly saw one fly past, a Dusman, its limbs flailing wildly as it was sucked into space. 
 
    “Critical damage!” Captain Gruber yelled over the comms, the sounds of frantic damage control calls in the background. “You better—” The man never finished his sentence as Orion was hit twice more in quick succession, and the cargo bay broke open like an egg, spilling the Raknar into space. 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” Cindy Epard said over the comms. 
 
    “How far from the planet?” Shawn Thompson asked. 
 
    “Looks like about two light seconds.” 
 
    “Not that far,” Sandy, Mia’s Dusman said. 
 
    Jim examined the wreck of the Orion while simultaneously checking for threats. The drone swarm was past, but he didn’t know what else was out there to confront them, and two light seconds was a lot of kilometers. 
 
    “Better Zha Akee,” he said. The others acknowledged, and he felt Splunk’s fingers on his pinplants, propelling him into the special other place called Zha Akee, a joining of his mind and his Dusman friend with the Raknar. Now they were Doom. 
 
    Destroy the station, the voice roared in his ear. 
 
    The planet and Canavar is our mission, Jim/Splunk thought. 
 
    The station! The voice insisted. He almost drooled at the idea of slamming into the station, using his powerful arms to tear it apart slowly, looking for it, finding it, crushing it. 
 
    Jim/Splunk pushed it down, and the voice retreated with a feral snarl of rage. 
 
    All six Raknar finished activating, used their thrusters to orient themselves, and fired their fusion-powered jumpjets to accelerate toward the planet. The other transports headed for the station, while dropships holding the Cavaliers fell into the wake of the Raknar. Behind them, the debris which used to be Orion drifted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Morgoth System 
 
    “Once more unto the breach?” Rick asked behind Sato in the cockpit of their ship. 
 
    “You’re waxing poetic in your old age.” Sato laughed as they both tolerated Vestoon’s 6.5 G maximum continuous acceleration. 
 
    “I do feel old this moment,” Rick countered, “though I’ve only been alive for a year or so.” 
 
    “We are old,” a strangely modulated voice said from behind them. 
 
    “Are you okay back there, Daikichi?” Sato asked. 
 
    “I am fine, Great Sato,” the same voice responded. “The rest of the Sky Knights eagerly await battle.” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” Sato said. 
 
    “Yes, Great Sato.” 
 
    “You are kinda great,” Rick said, his glowing blue helmet eyes sparkling in amusement. 
 
    “You aren’t helping,” Sato mumbled. 
 
    “The asteroid sensors have detected us,” Vestoon said. 
 
    “I am never going to get used to the fucking ship talking,” Rick said. 
 
    “Wait until I get our Mesh talking,” Sato replied. 
 
    “I’m still not sure I want that,” Rick said. 
 
    “Didn’t seem to bother Patrick. In fact, he named his.” 
 
    “You’re mistaking a coping mechanism for a good thing,” Rick pointed out. His helmeted head turned back to the asteroid slowly growing bigger and shook. “That thing is even more disturbing.” 
 
    “Yeah, Minerva doesn’t do things half-ass.” 
 
    “I just had a targeting laser sweep over me.” 
 
    “Time to go,” Sato said. “Everyone be ready.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” Rick asked. The arm rests of his bridge seat gave off a tortured sound as the Æsir armor gripped it like a hydraulic vice. 
 
    “I ran the mission to take the tech and destroy the research,” Sato said, closing his eyes so he could concentrate on his link to Vestoon. Rick nodded. “They seemed pretty sure it would work, but I destroyed the research before it entered the testing phase.” 
 
    “What—” 
 
    Rick didn’t finish the sentence. There was the strangled bleep of an alarm as Vestoon’s sensors picked up an object headed at them at ridiculous speed. Suddenly, they were all snatched away from the world and stretched like spaghetti. “What the fuuuuuuu—” Rick screamed as they were spread over several billion cubic kilometers of space, stretched like an inflating rubber ball. 
 
    Sato was sure he would explode, and he was beginning to pray he would, when everything snapped back in a violent crash. Whoa. 
 
    “That sucked,” Rick gasped between breaths. “Like, a lot!” 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t supposed to be violent,” Sato said, running over the extensive files in his pinplants. 
 
    “Discontinuity Drive’s non-conforming performance may be the result of a projectile passing through the same space as we were jumping.” 
 
    “Does that mean what I think it means?” Rick asked. 
 
    “That a projectile going a fraction of C passed through the ship at the same instant I triggered the drive?” 
 
    “Inelegant, but essentially correct,” the SI replied. 
 
    “Any damage?” Sato asked the ship. 
 
    “Besides needing to empty my waste collection system?” Rick growled. 
 
    “All systems are nominal.” 
 
    “How about you and the others?” Rick asked Daikichi. 
 
    “We are fine,” the Sky Night leader replied. “It was an amazing experience. Were we still seeking Machineness many would want to experience it!” 
 
    “Glad you had fun,” Rick mumbled and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry it was a tough ride—” Sato said. 
 
    “Tough ride? I feel like I’ve been sucked through a straw and spit onto a hot griddle.” 
 
    “—a tough ride,” Sato repeated, casting a sidelong look at Rick. “But we’re only a minute from the target now.” 
 
    Where the asteroid had been only the size of a small coin through the window, it now dominated the view. The surface was clearly not a regular asteroid. Thousands of uniform holes covered its surface. A great deal of effort had gone into adding craters to break up the uniformity of the holes, but it was an ultimately impossible task. The closer you got, the more the eye sought out the design of crisscrossed tunnels. They were not large, which was probably why they had gone unnoticed. Sato guessed they were a couple meters across, at most. Many of the obscuring craters were nothing more than darkened patches of rock. Minerva needed to up its game of maskirovka. 
 
    “Initiating braking maneuver,” Vestoon said as the ship flipped over and engaged its drive as hard as it could, pushing 9 Gs. The Æsir would scarcely notice. Sato used techniques he’d learned as a proctor to stay conscious. At 9 Gs, it wasn’t easy. 
 
    Sato noted the velocities and calculated their time to target. “Five minutes to drop,” he called to the Sky Knights. 
 
    “We exist to serve, Great Sato,” they all intoned. 
 
    Rick chuckled, and Sato groaned, more from the gravity than the situation. At least, that’s what he told himself. He was consoled by the fact that the Sky Knights were a lot better off with him than where he’d found them. 
 
    Vestoon used the asteroid base’s own gravity, which was much higher than it should have been, to assist its braking. 
 
    Since their arrival in the Morgoth system, Sato had been analyzing every bit of data being gathered by every ship that would share it. He’d known the assault on Minerva was not only risky, but potentially suicidal as well. The SI had lived for eons, longer than some species took to evolve. This gave it a lot of time to prepare. 
 
    He didn’t know how many of these ultra-powerful Type 5 SIs there were in the galaxy. He wasn’t even sure there was more than one. Odds suggested if one was still operating from the Great Galactic War, though, then there should be more of them. He was sure of one thing: it wanted to survive. It wouldn’t have lasted this long if it didn’t, and the layers of security and obfuscation employed within the Science Guild by Minerva spoke volumes about the level of resources it had put into its survival. 
 
    And if it would go this far, what kind of violence would it unleash? Why, all of it, of course. 
 
    So, while the Dusman slugged it out with Minerva’s forces, and the Hussars dodged about trying to protect themselves and the station assault forces, Sato had used all of his considerable intellect to find those defenses. 
 
    Fleets of various ships, all controlled by Minerva or lower SIs it had created: check. 
 
    A massive swarm of drones controlled like only Ghost had demonstrated it could do: check. 
 
    A secret weapon hidden in the system capable of destroying anything: found it. 
 
    His first clue was the “convenient” asteroids around the LaGrange point which served as this system’s emergence location. Hyperspatial physics dictated the emergence point be opposite the established stargate. You positioned the stargate so the emergence point wasn’t cluttered with asteroids, making commerce difficult. That is, unless you had a use for those asteroids. 
 
    The second clue was that the resistance against the Dusman was not as “all-in” as he would have expected. Instead, it had all the hallmarks of trying to herd the little buggers or maneuver them to a tactically expedient location. 
 
    The third and final clue was detecting a significant wave of synchrotron radiation from one of the asteroids. Every particle accelerator generated some. For there to be enough that he could detect it several light seconds away, the item generating it had to be titanic. 
 
    Armed with this information, Sato had scoured through his database of space-based weapons. He found three likely candidates at the same time the Dusman ships started to explode. A quick analysis of the debris narrowed it to one—the so-called Mobius Gun. Minerva had been very patient and very deliberate in its defense of Morgoth. 
 
    A frontal assault on the asteroid containing the weapon would be fruitless and draw forces away from the planet. Sure, the Raknar could probably pull it off, but they would likely die in the process. They needed to deal with the Canavar on the planet and put an end to any possible return of those monsters. The Mobius Gun was up to him. 
 
    Vestoon headed toward the asteroid hiding the weapon. Sato took just enough time to warn the Dusman, who finally heeded his warning and began to clear the Mobius Gun’s engagement zone. Sato, on the other hand, flew right into it. 
 
    The ship named Vestoon had started life as an Efook-class corvette, which was an Izlian designed and built ship created for a variety of missions. Vestoon was last owned by the Maki, who used it as a courier, which suited Sato. Over the year they’d owned it, he’d almost completely rebuilt every onboard system, as well as adding a number of innovative systems only known to the Science Guild—and a couple which weren’t. The discontinuity drive was one of the latter. 
 
    Like he’d explained to Rick, Sato had taken the data from a minor race shortly before it was tested. The people who’d developed it believed they had stumbled upon a replacement for the stargate-backed hyperspace drive. While it was superior in that it didn’t need nearly as much power or as large an infrastructure, it only seemed to work for short ranges…and was rather dangerous because you could materialize inside something. 
 
    Even so, Sato installed one in Vestoon and instructed the SI on how to use it, deciding it might be useful. It had, letting them jump through the Mobius Gun’s engagement zone to appear almost on top of it. A little too closer for comfort, he thought as he fought the Gs. 
 
    “We will have slowed enough to board in 30 seconds.” 
 
    “Ready to deploy,” Sato said, and highlighted an area of the hull. 
 
    “Why can’t we just drop a few missiles down one of those shafts?” 
 
    “Because they’re all armored, and we don’t want to die as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, good call.” 
 
    “Reducing thrust. Preparing to land.” 
 
    As Sato watched their approach, a hidden hatch opened and small bots began to swarm out. There was no time to abort the landing. “Oh, this is going to suck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Approaching Orbit, Morgoth System 
 
    “The station is still putting out a sizable amount of fire,” the tactical specialist said. 
 
    “Are the Seesius in position yet?” Cheef demanded. The chances increased every second that one of the important Humans would get killed. These tactics were not to his liking. No, not at all. They could have come in and killed everything, but the Humans wanted their prisoners, and Sly approved of the tactic. He hated plotters like Sly, and the planners as well. It over-complicated everything. Killing everything was better and far easier. 
 
    “They’ll be able to make a single high-speed pass in twenty-two seconds.” 
 
    “Very well, order them to disable any visible station defenses that still remain.” 
 
    “What about the risk of collateral damage?” 
 
    “Minimize it,” Cheef said. If a few of the Humans got in the way, he wasn’t going to risk his ships over it. Even less than if the foolish simians had agreed to be servitors. But again, plans and plots, plots and plans. It was left to the warriors, like himself, to make it all come together. At least J’asa had her own ass on the line, in a Raknar falling toward the planet. 
 
    He watched the theater-wide Tri-V being used to monitor the entire battle as his seven remaining Seesius-class frigates flipped and burned their torches, slowing and fine tuning their courses. The Dusman had always favored energy over missiles, which served this particular tactic well. Despite his proposed indifference to Human deaths, he held his breath as the Seesius icons flashed white, indicating they were firing. 
 
    The small frigates lashed the station. The SI enemy had concentrated on defending against a landing and had not seen the Dusman dropping toward orbit. Green points and lines were marked into the station’s hull. Cheef slowly nodded, pleased with the results. The frigate Ske’ii were chosen for their affinity for small ship tactics. Hit fast, hit hard, be precise, then run. They’d succeeded spectacularly. 
 
    “Estimate station’s identified offensive capabilities reduced by eighty-eight percent,” tactical announced. “Defensive, over ninety percent.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Cheef said, “send my compliments to the Ske’ii.” 
 
    A second later, every enemy ship in orbit and near orbit came alive. Freighters, half-completed cruisers, shuttles, tugs, and anything else with an engine began to move as one. One of the Seesius didn’t live long enough to receive its praise as a large cargo shuttle burned its engines just enough to intercept the frigate’s flightpath. The collision didn’t destroy the frigate, but it wrecked it badly enough that it was unable to complete its maneuver. In seconds, it became a meteor in the planet’s atmosphere. They’d cut their original course quite close—too close to escape the planet’s gravity with their damage. 
 
    Tiny red points appeared as the ship burned into the atmosphere: escape pods. 
 
    “Pass along to Vok’tor J’asa, if possible, to look for survivors from the Seesius. Let’s hope the rumors of Canavar are overstated.” Somehow, given the rest of this battle, he didn’t think they were. “Order the fleet to prepare to engage those suicide ships. Try to keep them off the Humans and their allies while they board the station.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Avenger One, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Sansar opened her eyes and took a look at the Avenger. It had looked ugly next to the wreck of the shuttles; if anything, it looked worse now with fifteen CASPers magnetically attached to its wings. 
 
    Although the Golden Horde had done something similar in the Trigar System, back before the Omega War started—it seemed like a hundred years ago although it wasn’t even two years—she hadn’t been part of that assault. Afterward, Walker had said, “There’s only so much black you can look at before you go crazy.” Now she knew what he meant. She turned off the exterior view. 
 
    The pilot hadn’t talked to them much. When Sansar had attached herself to the starboard wing, she’d seen why. The missile that had wrecked the bomber had destroyed the WSO, and most of the female SalSha now coated the interior of what was left of the cockpit. That the pilot—Greel?—had held it together enough to give them a ride to the station was impressive and a testimonial to his fortitude. She made a mental note to recognize the SalSha—all of them—for what they’d done to get the Horde to the station, if she made it back. 
 
    Sansar scanned her system, and her stomach lurched. The leak in her suit was back, and larger than before. She ran the numbers and saw she had about ten minutes left at the current rate it was disappearing. She forced herself to not hyperventilate and make it worse. “Avenger One, Horde Actual. What’s our ETA to the station?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you serious?” the pilot asked. 
 
    Before she could say something about proper military protocol, even after losing your WSO, Mun—who was next to her on the starboard wing—tapped her on the arm. She activated her exterior camera. “Oh.” The station was only a minute in front of them, spreading off into the distance. The bomber spun and began braking. Alongside them, the second Avenger was carrying the rest of the company rescued from the wreckage of Shuttles Three and Four. They hadn’t collided quite as catastrophically; seventeen people had survived that crash. 
 
    “Based on your shuttle’s flight plan,” Greel said, “his target was right here. I think.” He set the bomber down on the surface of the station and locked the craft to it. Avenger Two landed next to them and the CASPers began detaching. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” Sansar said, getting up from the remains of the wing. “You don’t have to wait for us.” 
 
    “Good,” Greel said. “I’m going to go back and get some more missiles.” He sighed. “And a new WSO.” He shook his head. “There are a lot more of these assholes that need killing, and I’m not done yet.” 
 
    Sansar climbed down without replying. The SalSha head shrinkers would have a lot of work to do with Greel. She doubted the PTSD and loss were going to disappear once the adrenaline faded. If anything, they’d be back stronger. She’d have to rely on the folks back at the Gobi Desert to get him out of the cockpit, though; she needed to get inside the station before her oxygen ran out. 
 
    She gave the SalSha a wave once she was down, and the two bombers lifted off, turned, and raced into the distance. Sansar shook her head once and looked for Mun. “How are we doing on an entrance into the station?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Fragontic’s Fearless, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Put the second MAC right there,” Fragontic said, pointing. Although the task seemed relatively simple back on the Pride of Sumas, his mind hadn’t adjusted to the scale of the station. The access port to get into the courier ship was at the junction of the longitudinal spinal corridor and one of the rings that went laterally around the spine. The passageways were big enough for two Sumatozou to pass comfortably, and spokes led off from the spine to the rings with depressing frequency. 
 
    A company of Sumatozou, armed with eight heavy MACs and personal weapons, had seemed like an overwhelming amount of firepower to defend a position with…until he’d seen the number of entrances into the corridor. Between that and the need to leave half his troops on the exterior of the station to prevent direct access to the ship, he was feeling awfully underSumatozoued. 
 
    He positioned a MAC about 50 meters down each side of the ring corridor, just prior to the first set of spokes that led off to the rings, as well as one about 50 meters down each direction along the central spine corridor. Each of the crew-served weapons had a loader and a gunner, as well as three troopers to assist. Several additional troopers waited with him at the access port for the courier ship, which was the central position they were all defending as a quick reaction force. 
 
    “I’ve got movement,” the north spine group called. “Looks like some Blevin with rifles.” 
 
    “Me, too,” called one of the teams on the ring corridor. 
 
    “Light them up!” Fragontic called. “Weapons hot.” He switched to his radio. “First Sergeant, it looks like it’s starting,” 
 
    “I’ve got bots moving around up here, too,” Pagontal replied. “Looks like they’re starting to get curious.” 
 
    “Don’t let them get close. You’re cleared to fire.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir. We’ll clear them off.” He must have given a hand signal, because Fragontic heard a MAC in the background. “Good luck, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks.” A third MAC—the south spinal position—began firing. “I think we’re going to need it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    The ship lowered its heavily reinforced landing gear, touched down, and fired grapples, locking it down. Sato was glad he’d done all the modifications for Vestoon to operate away from improved facilities. The main cargo door opened, and the Æsir poured out, only to come face to face with a wave of bots. As soon as they were outside, each of the Æsir used superconducting cables to hook into the starship’s power grid, thus giving themselves unlimited, though tethered, power for their weapons. 
 
    “Give them fire support,” Sato ordered the ship. 
 
    “CID lasers engaged,” Vestoon replied, and the ship’s laser arrays opened fire. Thanks to the series of collimators Sato had added to the hull, the ship could fire in any direction with any of the ship’s lasers. He could combine them or fire split beams. His idea was based on an old Earth TV show called Star Trek. Hundreds—maybe thousands—of bots were sliced to pieces, but the remaining bots used everything from lasers to some kind of bolt guns to assault the Vestoon and its defenders. 
 
    “How far to the nearest port?” he asked the ship. 
 
    “There is a mechanical port the bots are using thirty-two meters distant.” A location was highlighted in his mesh. 
 
    “No, I mean a projectile port.” 
 
    “Should I explain why that is a bad idea?” 
 
    “No, just answer the question. Quit complaining about everything, and I’ll see if I can upgrade you to an actual SI of some kind.” 
 
    The computer didn’t seem impressed by the offer. “A projectile port is 138 meters distant.” Another point appeared in Sato’s pinplants. 
 
    “How’re you doing out there?” he asked Rick over their privileged pinplant link. 
 
    “Ass deep in everything from combat bots to cargo haulers. It’s like we kicked over a mechanical beehive.” 
 
    “I like this analogy,” Daikichi said. 
 
    Sato was impressed, the former leader of the Machine Empire was showing signs of humanity. It wasn’t too long ago that he would have happily taken apart a screaming child. There was still the reunion with Jim Cartwright to manage. Later. 
 
    “I’m suiting up,” he told Rick. 
 
    “Why? We can hold these off while you do whatever you’re going to do.” 
 
    Sato saw some sort of steel-cutting bot slam into one of the Sky Knights, and its plasma cutters chopped into his ally’s leg. Another of the knights tore the bot away and punched a hole in its torso before using it as a projectile against more enemies that were just arriving. They were slowly taking damage; he needed to act quickly. 
 
    “Because we can’t stop this thing from here,” Sato explained. “We need to get inside the asteroid shell, closer to the Mobius Gun itself.” The ship gave a slight lurch, just enough that he could tell. “What was that?” he asked the ship. 
 
    “The asteroid is altering its turn. It is no longer attempting to bring the Dusman under fire.” 
 
    “What’s the new target?” 
 
    “The space station, the center of the allied assault.” 
 
    Sato cursed in Japanese and moved quickly to the armorer’s cabin, formerly a crew cabin, and donned his combat armor. It wasn’t close to what an Æsir was, and it was less than a CASPer, but it was at least as mobile as an Æsir. He also looked just like them, at least from the outside. In less than a minute, he was bounding down the ramp in the asteroid’s miniscule gravity. 
 
    “Hold them,” Sato said. 
 
    “We will, Great Sato,” Daikichi said. 
 
    Rick immediately moved away from the Knights, detached his power line, and went to a weapons locker. He removed a rocket launcher, something which had proven helpful in the past. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he told Sato. 
 
    “I got this,” Sato assured him. 
 
    “I’m sure you do; that’s why I’m coming. The Knights will hold the ship.” 
 
    Sato considered for a second, then shrugged. “Okay, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle Five, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Nigel shook his head again then called to the flight station. “Have you found the manufactory yet?” 
 
    “Give me a second, Colonel.” The sibilance the Pendal’s whisper-like voice put on the “S” in “second” always sent shivers down Nigel’s spine. More like a minute went past and then the Pendal reported, “Yes, I think I’ve found it.” There was a pause, then he added, “Landing. Touchdown in five seconds.” 
 
    The inside of a massive cargo bay came into view outside the back of the shuttle. The craft spun and Nigel got a look at the massive manufactory, which extended off into the distance. The near end was approximately a hundred meters from the exit into space. “Where are we?” 
 
    “A large bay in the station’s spine.” 
 
    Nigel took another look at the manufactory as his troops charged down the ramp. He couldn’t be sure it was two kilometers long—it may only have been 1.5 kilometers—but either way, it was far longer than he could guard with just the three companies of troops he had with him. He shook his head as he followed the troops into the massive bay, hoping the shuttles would return really soon with the rest of the Lumar they’d brought along. They left quickly; all twelve lifted and turned simultaneously, then they shot out of the bay and were lost to sight. 
 
    If the SI mounted an attack on the manufactory, they were going to be overwhelmed. The only good thing was that with all the raw materials positioned nearby ready to feed into the giant machine, there was plenty of cover. Still, there were any number of places that defending forces could pop up, and his troops were horribly exposed… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With the Golden Horde, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    The Golden Horde troopers advanced into the facility. The one thing they had going for them, Sansar realized, was her earlier inspection of the facility. She’d recorded their tour and had gone over identifying characteristics of the station’s passageways. She knew where they needed to go, as did her troopers, as they had walked through—and fought through—the interior of the station a number of times in the simulator. 
 
    So, although they had a number of only partially combat-effective suits, including her own, they were able to make good time. The fact that everyone and everything they saw was a target, meant they didn’t have to slow down for identification; they could just shoot the beings and continue moving. 
 
    “Colonel Enkh?” called one of the troopers on the Golden Horde radio frequency. The jamming—or whatever the SI was doing to their comms—was playing havoc with her ability to understand anyone. Being in a damaged CASPer inside a spinning chunk of metal probably didn’t help, either. 
 
    “Calling Sansar, you’re broken but readable. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’ve got…want to see this,” came the broken transmission. 
 
    “Did you catch who that was?” she asked Mun. 
 
    “Sounded like Sanders. He’s in trail.” 
 
    Sansar called for a halt so they didn’t get stretched too far apart, then she retraced her steps. She reached Sanders, who was holding his position at the junction of a side passage. “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    “People dropped from the overhead and waved at me,” he said. “They didn’t seem hostile, but I didn’t want to step out in front of them and find out they weren’t.” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “Around here? Good plan.” 
 
    She leaned around the corner to take a peek and saw a number of black-clad humanoids in a group about twenty meters down the passageway. It was impossible to determine if they were Human, though, as they were all wearing helmets. Interestingly enough, the ones looking her way weren’t aiming their weapons toward her, while the ones facing in the other direction were armed and ready. As she watched, one of them shot down an approaching elSha. 
 
    The closest figure waved, then the golden facemask retracted to show a face she recognized: Adrianne from Section 51. If not her, it was someone who looked a lot like her. Was it possible the SI had cloned Adrianne? Possible, but not probable. As far as she knew, anyway. 
 
    She gave a wave that was tentative at best. “What do you want?” she yelled. 
 
    “Can I approach?” Adrianne asked. The figure behind her—a behemoth of a humanoid—put a hand on her shoulder. “Make that two of us. Can we approach?” 
 
    “If you keep your weapons down, sure.” 
 
    Although humanoid in shape, the two approaching figures were larger than Human-sized, Sansar realized, and as Adrianne got closer Sansar could see the woman was wearing an exoskeleton of powered armor, with black plates of some unknown alloy covering their body. An equally matte-black helmet was on her head. The exoskeleton appeared concentrated around Adrianne’s shoulder, waist, and thighs, and must have assisted with both movement and lifting. Sansar knew she couldn’t have operated the large weapons Adrianne and the man behind her seemed to carry effortlessly without some sort of aid. 
 
    The man behind her raised his visor and Sansar could see he was a black man. He had all the mannerisms of a bodyguard—his eyes never stopped moving. They evaluated threats while looking for more. He gave off an aura that you messed with him at your own peril. Happily, he was on their side. I think. 
 
    Sansar nodded toward the mass of Section 51 troops. “You decided to join us?” 
 
    Adrianne nodded. “We’d like to tag along with you if you don’t mind. I’d really like to know what’s behind the door you described.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sansar asked. “I would have thought you’d have been after the manufactory and stealing all the technology you could lay your hands on.” 
 
    Adrianne shrugged. “We’d certainly like to have that, no doubt about it, even though we may already have a lot of it in our own system.” She shrugged. “It seemed like Nigel had everything in hand there, though, and you were more likely to run into the SI, so I thought we’d join your group.” Although she was a master of disguise and could look like nearly anything she wanted, the Section 51 operative gave Sansar what looked like a real woman-to-woman smile. “After your…difficulties getting here, I figured you could use a hand.” She stuck her hand out. “Truce?” 
 
    Sansar paused but then reached out and took the woman’s armored hand. Although she was curious to see if the exoskeleton could withstand the crushing strength of a CASPer’s grip, she only exerted enough pressure to gently give Adrianne’s hand a shake. “Truce.” 
 
    “Good.” Adrianne’s smile widened. “Because I really want to capture this SI. Of all the SIs running around the galaxy, this one has done more to put us back—all Humans, that is—and to outright kill as many Humans as it could than any of the others we’re aware of. It’s time to give it a little payback.” 
 
    Sansar nodded, even though Adrianne couldn’t see it. “If nothing else,” Sansar said, “that’s something we can both agree on, and a foundation to build a friendship on.” 
 
    “Do you want to lead, or do you want us to?” 
 
    Probably wants to be the first to see anything, so she can take it or catalogue it, or whatever 51 does. “I know where we’re going,” Sansar said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice. “We’ll lead.” 
 
    “Whatever you’d like,” Adrianne said. “We’ll stay behind you until we’re needed.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sansar said. She turned to go back to her position but stopped at Sanders. “Keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “You know we can hear you, right?” Adrianne called. 
 
    Sansar turned back to the Section 51 contingent. “Yes, I know you can hear me. I just wanted to make sure you knew where you stood. Trust is a precious thing, and, so far, you haven’t built up a lot of it with me.” 
 
    Adrianne spread her hands with her palms up in a “What more can I do?” pose. 
 
    “Lots,” Sansar muttered to herself inside her suit. She had her troopers resume the march. They reached the sealed door to the labs two minutes later. 
 
    “Blow it,” Sansar said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Adrianne asked, coming up from the back of the formation with her bodyguard shadowing her. “I may be able to open it with less damage.” 
 
    “You’re going to outthink a Type 5 SI?” Sansar asked. “No. We’ll blow it. That way, we will hopefully control whatever bad thing was going to happen when we opened the door.” 
 
    “If you say so…” 
 
    Sansar spun to face the Section 51 operative. “Are you going to second guess everything I do? If so, you can go find another entrance into the labs.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that there is one,” Adrianne said. “We’ll just come with you.” 
 
    “Good. Then remember who’s in charge of this assault.” 
 
    Adrianne nodded, turned, and went back to her position. After a momentary glare to make sure Sansar saw it, her bodyguard turned and followed. 
 
    Sansar gave the word, and the demolitions specialist blew open the hatch. A small anteroom waited on the other side with a couple of workstations that held Tri-Vs and little else. “Keep moving,” Sansar said. 
 
    The Horde forces moved through and into a larger room, about fifteen meters on each side, full of workstations with all manner of seating. Generally, they seemed set up for humanoids; certainly, there weren’t any that would have fit a Sumatozou. There was barely enough room for a CASPer pilot to thread his or her way between the desks. Sansar looked at her rearview camera. Section 51 troopers were seated at the terminals in the first room. She shrugged, not expecting them to get a lot from the door guards’ positions, but she didn’t care if they wanted to waste their time with it. They were more likely to get something valuable from the room she was currently in, but whatever. 
 
    The room had doors leading off in three directions. The door across from her opened, and Spartan walked through it wearing his Golden Horde uniform. “Thank goodness you’re here,” he said. “We can still catch Minerva. Come quickly!” He turned to go back through the door, and the closest troopers started to follow him. 
 
    “Hold!” Sansar ordered. 
 
    The troopers stopped, and Spartan turned around. “What?” he asked. “We have to go! Minerva is getting away!” 
 
    “How do I know that you’re actually Spartan?” Sansar asked. “And how did you get away?” 
 
    “He’s not Spartan,” a voice said from the right. Sansar glanced at the side camera; an exact replica of the first Spartan waited at the door there. “I am.” 
 
    “No, I am,” Spartan said from the door on the left. “Follow me!” 
 
    “How am I supposed to tell which one of you is the real Spartan?” 
 
    “We all are,” the one on the right said. Before anyone could move, he jumped on the closest CASPer and detonated. The other two Spartans raced forward toward the closest CASPers and exploded. There was a moment of silence, then two of the three CASPers collapsed, shattering the workstations they landed on. Two of the icons in her display winked out; the third showed terminal injury to its occupant, although it remained standing. 
 
    “What the hell?” one of the troopers asked as the Section 51 forces raced into the room. 
 
    Mun flipped over the CASPer that had collapsed next to her. “Shaped charge inside them,” she said, pointing at the damage. 
 
    “What happened?” Adrianne asked. 
 
    “Three Spartan copies attacked us,” Sansar said. “They all detonated, and each took out a CASPer. 
 
    “Sorry,” Adrianne said simply. 
 
    Sansar blinked a couple of times, overcome by what she’d just seen. Her stomach threatened to empty itself and roiled as if punched by a CASPer. She’d lost three troopers to booby-trapped copies of a former officer. What kind of person would do something like that? 
 
    She took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly. A person—a Human person anyway—wouldn’t do that. But an SI that didn’t value biological life certainly would. She blinked, but the tear spilled from her right eye anyway. 
 
    Sansar wanted to turn, to flee and destroy the station, all of its misbegotten occupants, and the synthetic life form that had created them. But she had to know if any of her people were still being held. If so, she owed it to them to recover them if possible or to put them out of their misery if not. 
 
    “Ma’am, your orders?” Mun asked. Sansar realized it wasn’t the first time she’d asked. Everyone had stopped and seemed to be staring at her. The 51 troopers certainly were. The CASPers were all facing her, so she expected they were, too. 
 
    “Kill them,” she said simply. “Kill them all.” 
 
    “But what—” 
 
    “If they’re moving, they’ve been corrupted by the SI. Kill everything as soon as you see it. It’s the only way to be sure.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Mun said. 
 
    Another tear fell. “It’s what we have to do.” 
 
    With a scream, a variety of beings poured through the doors. Blevin, elSha, and opSha predominated, but there were ones and twos of a number of races, including a few Humans. Each appeared to be armed with laser pistols and knives. 
 
    The Section 51 forces threw themselves in front of the CASPers as the aliens charged. A number of them were hit, but none went down. Their suits glowed momentarily before resuming their matte black appearance. The troopers, almost as one, leveled their rifles and began mowing down the incoming aliens. 
 
    Sansar had a moment to notice their weapons appeared to be some sort of heavy MAC, based on the damage they did as they ripped through the front ranks, and second, and third, and fourth, and then she was swarmed by opSha dropping from the ceiling. There were more aliens than she could count, and there was no room for escape. 
 
    Her sword blade snapped out. Before she died, she’d at least get to take out some of her frustrations on the aliens. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fragontic’s Fearless, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    The defenders came in several waves. A wave of SleSha followed a wave of Pushtal, which was in turn followed by a wave of opSha, with random civilians thrown in for no apparent purpose except to make targeting more difficult. After almost losing one of the heavy MACS when its gunner tried to avoid hitting the civilians, and realizing the civilians were every bit as intent on killing the Sumatozou as the mercenary races, they began shooting the civilians, as well, which made targeting a lot easier. Several of the gunners, though, were close to tears by the end. 
 
    None of the attacks were particularly dangerous after that, although the opSha appeared to have a lot more training than was normal for a non-mercenary race. It sounded like the fight on the exterior had been a little more touch and go, but that was only because the bots had a lot more space—literally—in which to maneuver, making targeting more difficult. 
 
    Fragontic knew the attacks had probably just been probes, but if that was all the SI had, they wouldn’t have any problem holding the ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    Here I am again, Rick thought. Following Sato into some crazy science-driven shit. This time it was an asteroid-sized weapon which fired little bullets at a fraction of the speed of light. His pinplants could easily calculate how much energy those bullets had. While he didn’t know innately what a joule was, he did know the total converted to about 500 megatons. That would ruin your day. Worse, Sato said the thing could launch thousands of those projectiles. 
 
    Using careful control of their armor’s jumpjets lest they achieve escape velocity from the asteroid’s tiny gravity, the pair leapfrogged over the attacking bots and advanced quickly. A few broke off and moved to pursue. Rick used one of the four rockets in his launcher on them so they didn’t have to worry about them. None pursued afterward. 
 
    “How far?” he asked Sato. 
 
    “Only about 100 meters,” the scientist/proctor said. 
 
    Ever since Sato had most of his memories restored, his abilities had come back as well. The training he’d received from the Science Guild had turned him into a nigh-invulnerable killing machine. The things he’d seen the diminutive Japanese scientist do were nothing short of amazing. The fact that most of Rick’s remaining biological body parts were encased in a hyper-advanced suit of armor called an Æsir spoke to the man’s intellectual capacity. 
 
    All this power, and it only cost me about a third of my humanity, he thought. Then he considered their followers, the Sky Knights, and shuddered. The most biological of them was only about ten percent. The horrors they’d undergone in pursuit of “machineness,”—whatever the fuck that was—were unthinkable. There was a story about digging tunnels in rock with their bare hands, or paws, or claws. He didn’t know which because none of them were Human to start. He was pretty sure Daikichi was once an Oogar, actually. 
 
    As they covered the 100 meters in low bounds using their legs instead of jets, to avoid being caught in the air by a defender, occasionally a bot would pop out of a maintenance hatch or be hiding in a recess. Rick or Sato immediately dispatched them. During one of the pauses to deal with a bot, Rick had time to really look at the asteroid. 
 
    “This isn’t really rock, is it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sato replied. “Or at least it was completely reformed.” 
 
    “Must have taken years,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ll see in a few minutes.” 
 
    They reached their destination. It was a closed metallic iris hatch three meters across. “Is this a gun port?” Rick asked, afraid that a bullet fired at god’s speed would suddenly blast out. 
 
    “Yup,” Sato said and knelt next to it. He used a laser in his suit’s arm to attack a small, locked hatch. The armor Sato wore was nearly identical to an Æsir, but bulkier because he was still a man inside. 
 
    “Why the fuck would we go in here? Weren’t there other openings the bots were coming out of?” 
 
    “Several reasons,” Sato explained as he worked. “First, those other entrances are just big enough for the bots. We wouldn’t have room to move. It would be like a knife fight in an elevator.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound fun.” 
 
    “Second, those lead into the support structures inside the asteroid shell. We can find our way into the center, but only with time, which is the one thing we don’t have.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Minerva is aiming this thing at the station. Both fleets are around the station now. The crazy SI might even just use the Mobius Gun to destroy the planet. Why would it care?” 
 
    “It can do that?” 
 
    “Half a gigaton per shot, probably several thousand rounds in the weapon. You tell me.” 
 
    Rick didn’t know how many nukes it would take to destroy a planet. Shit, he didn’t want to know how many it took. 
 
    “Finally, this is probably the last way Minerva would ever expect us to gain entry. I’ve set a basic electronics jammer on the ship, so, other than the ship and fighting the Sky Knights, the SI won’t know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m not overly encouraged,” Rick muttered. 
 
    Whatever Sato was doing, it must have worked, because the hatch rotated open to reveal a completely dark hole. Rick almost leaned over to look inside and was horrified by his instinct. “Won’t the damned thing shoot a round through this hole?” Rick asked. 
 
    “It could, but it won’t know it’s open.” The scientist gestured to the open panel where a slate was wired to it. “I overrode the controls. The only way Minerva would know it’s open is if it triggers it to open for a firing. We landed on a side away from all the action. It’s a reasonable bet this one won’t fire.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “Well, you won’t ever see a projectile traveling at 0.2C. The frame rate of our mind’s ability to perceive is too slow. Even though the pinplants can tell, our brains won’t understand in time.” 
 
    “In time for what?” 
 
    “In time to realize we’re about to be obliterated by a round from the barrel of the cannon we’re standing in.” Sato moved to the edge, stepped off, and slowly began to fall. 
 
    “You are insane; you know that?” Rick asked, peeking over the edge to watch the armored man’s slow descent. 
 
    “And what does that make you, following me?” 
 
    Crazier, Rick thought and moved next to the edge. 
 
    “One last thing; don’t touch the sides.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They’re magnetically charged. They’re lined with superconducting baffles similar to the ones used in fusion torches. The gun uses them to aim the projectiles a degree or so. Not only would we stick to the walls just from residual magnetism, but it would likely alert Minerva to what we’re doing.” 
 
    “You’re just a big gooey bucket of good news,” Rick said. Sato was a dozen meters down, gently pulsing his jumpjets to slow his descent even further. 
 
    “I’m still alive, so it hasn’t noticed. Come on already.” 
 
    “I must be crazy after all,” Rick said. He dropped the useless rocket launcher he’d brought so his hands would be free and stepped off into the barrel of the biggest gun in the universe. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With the Golden Horde, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    There were too many friendlies in the room to use her heavy weapons or any of the explosives on her suit. Sansar grabbed an elSha with one hand and decapitated it with the sword on her other arm in a motion like striking a match. 
 
    “Help—” Mun said from her right. 
 
    Sansar spun with her sword arm out, clearing some space to work. There was an opSha on Mun’s back, trying to cut the wire runs with a strange-looking knife. Sansar grabbed it by the neck and squeezed until its head popped off. 
 
    The mech’s climate control system clicked off; obviously, Sansar had one on her back, too. She spun to put her back to Mun’s, then stepped backward to collide with her. Mun took a step before she could get her balance, then Sansar rammed into her again. The creature on her back squished nicely. 
 
    She slammed a fist down on a Zuul, then stomped an elSha that had gotten underfoot. 
 
    An explosion cleared out one of the doorways, but whether it was intentional or a sympathetic detonation was unknown. Another CASPer went black on her display. 
 
    Two of the Section 51 troopers—she saw it was Adrianne and her bodyguard—joined them, taking positions on each side of her so they were all back-to-back. It made an effective star formation. The troopers held a knife in one hand and were able to operate the MAC with their other thanks to the exoskeleton assist. Unlike Sansar, they didn’t appear to have any qualms about using their weapons and kept triggering them, killing swaths of the alien technicians with every shot. The bodyguard’s knife moved faster than Sansar had ever seen anyone move, protecting a 180-degree arc from Mun’s to Sansar’s side. She could barely see the knife or the man’s arm, but aliens fell back from him with throats slashed or missing limbs. 
 
    Sansar refocused on the aliens in front of her and took off an opSha’s head, knowing that side was as secure as it could be, as long as he remained standing. 
 
    A creature that looked like a dragon took the opSha’s spot, and Sansar paused in surprise, her mind unable to process the non sequitur. 
 
    Where did a dragon come from? 
 
    When the creature pulled a laser rifle from its back, though, Sansar’s brain unlocked. She swept the barrel of the rifle up with her hand, then chopped down with her sword, taking off both of the dragon’s arms. The dragon looked down in shock, and Sansar gutted it. More elSha took its place. 
 
    She stabbed, punched, and stomped her way through them, splintering several nearby workstations in the process. That gave her more room to work, and she was able to see through the press of bodies better. Now that she could tell where the other CASPers were, she was able to use her laser. She dialed it down to 50%, which was enough to kill unarmored life forms, but probably wouldn’t pierce the remaining CASPers. She hoped the Section 51 suits would be able to withstand it, too, but was less worried about them. 
 
    The aliens continued to press inward, and it was all she could do to keep backhanding them to force them away so she could deal with them. Even with the CASPer’s assistance, her muscles began to flag. She popped a stim. As it hit her system, even though it was false energy, she laid into the creatures, killing a XenSha and stomping on two Zeewies that were gnawing on the wires on the back of her boots. 
 
    She crushed a Maki’s throat, breaking its neck in the process, then threw it aside and stabbed a CozSha. Suddenly, there weren’t any more aliens to kill. She took a deep breath, trying to stop hyperventilating, and looked around. A handful of CASPers still stood, most in some sort of defensive formation like she’d assumed with Mun and augmented with the Section 51 troopers. There were a lot fewer of the Section 51 folks, too, but there were piles—no kidding piles—of dead aliens. Most were wearing various types of lab uniforms, but others were naked. Technicians and patients? There was no way to know, but it was likely. 
 
    The last few attackers were put down, and Sansar tried to get the status of the other suits on her system only to realize that at some point her status system had gone down. She ran a diagnostic; the laser receiver was inoperative. 
 
    “What’s our status, Mun?” she asked. “My system’s down.” 
 
    Mun turned around and pulled an opSha arm off the top of her mech. It looked like it had been severed by a sword, but she didn’t remember an opSha being there. The system began to initialize. 
 
    “Better?” Mun asked. “Its hand was over the laser receiver.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sansar replied. The system linked up to the other suits, and she realized it wasn’t better. Nothing was better. Along with Mun and Captain Naran Enkh, there were only six other CASPers that looked like they, and their pilots, were combat effective. Barely. Most were a mass of red and yellow. “Ugh.” 
 
    “Yeah, ugh,” Adrianne said. She was coated in several shades of blood, as was her bodyguard, but neither looked injured. The man was barely even breathing hard. Sansar shook her head; he had to have some serious augments. 
 
    “I’ve got nine remaining,” Sansar said. “You?” 
 
    “Eleven,” Adrianne said. “Several others will have to self-evacuate.” 
 
    “At least we’ve still got plenty of ammo,” Sansar noted, “although my suit’s climate control is out.” Sweat dripped into her eye. “It’s like a sauna in here.” Although she wanted to open her canopy, doing so in a combat environment was contraindicated. 
 
    “Why?” Naran screamed. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Sansar crossed to where Naran was looking down on two holed CASPers that sat in puddles of blood. “What’s wrong?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Sergeants McCoy and White,” Naran replied. It sounded like she was crying inside her suit. “Both of them took laser rounds that were meant for me.” She pointed at some scoring on the outside of her suit. “These would have gone through me. Instead, the sergeants’ armor absorbed most of the energy.” She bent over McCoy’s CASPer. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Sansar stepped next to her. “Obviously, they saw something in you that was worth giving their lives for.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Both of them have seen an awful lot of officers in their time.” She chuckled ruefully. “Hell, they’ve been officers in their time. They obviously think you’re going to make a great one.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do…” 
 
    “You honor them most by keeping your head in the game, getting the rest of your troops through this house of horrors, and killing the SI when we get to it.” 
 
    “I can—” she sniffed, “—do that.” She sniffed again. “I think.” 
 
    “I know you can. Now, check the rest of your troops, police any extra ammo, and get them ready to continue. Can you do that?” 
 
    Naran’s CASPer stood a little taller. “Yes, ma’am. I can.” 
 
    “Good. Get to it, then.” 
 
    Naran moved off and Adrianne stepped closer to Sansar. “Kill the SI? I’d still like to capture it if possible.” 
 
    “I know,” Sansar said. “I have a feeling that if we get the chance to kill it, we’d better take it. We can’t have this thing running around the galaxy.” 
 
    Adrianne chewed her cheek. “It would be better—” 
 
    “We’ll catch it if we can, but I’m not letting it get away.” 
 
    Adrianne nodded. “That’s fair. Catch it if we can; kill it if we can’t.” 
 
    “Right,” Sansar said. “One more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Those suits you’re wearing, they’re laser reflective?” 
 
    “Better,” the bodyguard said from next to Adrianne. “Laser absorptive.” 
 
    “That surely would be nice to have,” Sansar noted. “It would have saved an awful lot of lives over the years.” She motioned toward the two downed CASPers. “Would have been nice to have it today, too.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Adrianne said. “We just worked it out. This is our first combat trial of it.” She shrugged. “Seems to work so far. We’ll make the technology available when we get back.” 
 
    “That’d be nice,” Sansar said. “Now we just have to figure out how to get back.” 
 
    “The only way back is to go forward. We still haven’t gotten what we came here for.” She paused. “Neither of us. Your people and my SI.” 
 
    Sansar took a deep breath and released it in a rush. “All right. Let’s go. Your turn to lead.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She made some hand signals to her people and two troopers crossed to the door on the opposite wall from where they’d entered. 
 
    “How do you know that’s the right direction?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “I don’t,” Adrianne said, “but it’s deeper into this section, and I don’t think we’ll find the SI until we get to the end.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Sansar said. She followed Adrianne through the door. The remainders of the two companies had merged without any orders and were now working together, Sansar noted. When a pair entered a room, both would sweep their own side, as if they’d worked together before, or had come from a culture with similar training. 
 
    After the combat they’d just been through together, they were now battle buddies; both sides had learned to trust each other. Maybe not fully, but they’d bled together. That was something. 
 
    “Did you see the dragon?” Sansar asked as they moved through what looked like an equipment room on the other side of the door. Most of the bins that held knives were empty or almost so. 
 
    “The C’Natt?” Adrianne asked. “Yeah, I saw it.” 
 
    “You know what it is? So, you also know who they worked for.” 
 
    “Yeah, they were the chief scientists for the Kahraman.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sansar said. “So, what under Blue Sky are they doing here?” 
 
    “No idea. Looks like Minerva has been recruiting from both sides. Or scooping them up from somewhere.” Adrianne shrugged. “I thought the C’Natt had gone extinct in the Great War.” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “Maybe you just killed the last one?” Adrianne looked over with a smile. 
 
    She probably thinks we’re bonding, Sansar decided. There’s still a lot Adrianne needs to come clean on before we’re going to be besties, though. No reason not to help it along, though. She returned the smile. “Somehow, I kind of doubt it.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Adrianne and all the Section 51 troopers stopped suddenly. The CASPers ground to a halt within a couple more steps. 
 
    “What’s up,” Sansar asked, keeping her external speaker as low as possible. 
 
    “Locked door in front of us.” Adrianne and her bodyguard moved up, while the rest of the 51 personnel held their positions. Sansar and Mun moved up with them. 
 
    “I see about ten or so heat sources on the other side of the door,” the trooper at the door whispered. “Looks like they’re across the room.” 
 
    “Want me to open the door?” the bodyguard asked. 
 
    Adrianne pursed her lips as she looked at the door, then she turned to Sansar. “Joey can rip the door off its frame. Once he does, how about you throw one of those giant grenades of yours into the room? That should clean it out pretty well. I don’t feel the need to have another giant scrum.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Sansar said. She detached a K-bomb and armed it. “Ready.” 
 
    The bodyguard—Joey—stepped to the side of the door, grabbed the handle, and yanked the entire door off its hinges. 
 
    Sansar started to throw the K-bomb, but then she got a look into the room. Thorb faced her across the top of an overturned table, sighting down a hypervelocity pistol at her. Next to Thorb was another Thorb, also aiming a hypervelocity pistol at her. And another Thorb, and another Thorb after that. Her jaw dropped, and she paused. 
 
    The Thorb across from her fired and her arm exploded in pain. Mun snatched the K-bomb as it fell from her CASPer’s fingers and tossed it into the room. She pushed Sansar to one side as she dove to the other. A fusillade of shots came through the doorway, but then the oversize grenade exploded, and the firing ceased. Joey led several other troopers into the room as Sansar came to her knees and opened her canopy. 
 
    “I’m going to need a medkit,” she said, looking at the ruins of her bicep. The round had barely grazed her, but it had ripped off a good chunk of muscle in the process. Mun passed over her medkit as Joey returned. 
 
    “Twelve copies of what looked like the same SalSha,” he announced. “And some Maki in purple robes.” 
 
    “Marsli,” Sansar hissed. “He’s the biological in charge of this facility.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Joey said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Did you know the SalSha?” Adrianne asked. 
 
    “Thorb,” Sansar said through gritted teeth as she applied nanobots to the wound. “They were all Thorb.” 
 
    “And that’s why you couldn’t throw it,” Adrianne said. “You recognized him.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Damn SI,” Adrianne said. “What’s worse is it’s probably watching our reactions to what it does. You can expect it to use more familiar people against us since it’s now seen you delay when faced with a familiar opponent. Twice now if you count the suicide bombers in the first room.” 
 
    “Great,” Sansar muttered. There were worse things than having to kill lots of SalSha—especially ones she knew—but there weren’t that many of them. Having to splatter the happy-go-lucky SalSha? Minerva needed to die. Now. Sansar shut her canopy. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    Adrianne nodded to her arm. “You can’t go like that.” 
 
    “I’m in this until the end.” She closed her canopy and the sword on her left arm popped out with a snap! It was still multi-colored with alien blood. “I’ll run Minerva through with this if I need to.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    The shaft/barrel was half a kilometer long. At the slow rate they descended, it took about five minutes. They reached the bottom and hovered a scant meter above the inside iris door, a duplicate of the outside one. “Why does it even have doors?” Rick asked. 
 
    “The weapon itself is inconceivably delicate,” Sato explained as he played his suit light around the walls and the door, examining the surroundings. 
 
    Rick blinked inside his armor. The deadliest weapon in the universe, capable of destroying entire fleets or planets, and also delicate? The incongruity stretched believability. “But—” 
 
    “Just give me a second, and you’ll understand,” Sato snapped. He only got that way when he was stumped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There aren’t any access points in here,” he said, his armored head shaking. “Damnit, I didn’t consider that.” 
 
    “How fast do these doors open?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Pretty fast,” Sato said. “They’d have to in order to be a useful weapon against inbound fleets.” 
 
    “Could they just shoot the door open?” 
 
    Sato laughed. “Are you crazy? It would shower debris everywhere.” 
 
    “Good.” Rick activated his arm laser and started welding the door closed. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Sato screamed. A split second later, the door tried to open, and failed. The iris-style doors were awesome in that they could open very quickly while still providing a seal. However, they were also delicate. Bend one of the metal blades and the whole thing came apart. 
 
    Rick acted quickly, and two of the blades, welded together, tore each other apart. The door opened less than a meter, then stopped. It tried to close, and the metal ground together, then it opened again, doing even more damage, before stopping all together. 
 
    “And you say I’m crazy?” Sato spluttered. 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” There was now a good meter-wide opening between the torn and bent blades of the door. Rick dove through, and Sato quickly followed. 
 
    “Every damn bot inside here will be coming for us,” Sato said. “I would have liked time to devise a plan before you acted!” 
 
    Rick wasn’t listening; he was studying the Mobius Gun. “Holy Mother of God,” he said, gasping. 
 
    There were two rings, one spinning inside the other and at perpendicular angles to each other. The rings were nearly the diameter of the entire center of the asteroid. Only they didn’t look round to Rick. Something about the image was wrong. 
 
    Looking one way, they seemed to cast a bluish glow, the other a reddish glow. He could tell they were in motion, but his senses could not lock on any one detail. A childhood memory in Indiana returned, playing with Jim on the 4th of July. They spun sparklers in a circle, and the brightly burning magnesium created after-images on the eye. It let you proscribe cool circles that stayed in your vision for a few seconds afterward. 
 
    “What in the fuck?” 
 
    “They’re disks, only a few centimeters thick, spinning at about 370,000 RPM.” 
 
    “This is four or five kilometers across?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sato said. “The ring is about three kilometers wide, or eighteen kilometers around, traveling at 58,000 kilometers per second. The edge is going about twenty percent the speed of light. Say hello to the Mobius Gun.” He watched it for a moment. “You know, a couple Humans actually came up with this thing over a century ago. Two scientists, James Beall and Stephanie Osborne, at a convention called LTUE; I read about it after I found this file. Anyway, I figured it was impossible to build. I mean, it must be a million Gs at the edge, or more? Maybe they used something like carbyne? I’d love to get a sample.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe later?” Rick pointed, a hatch twenty meters away was opening, and bots were coming out. They were powerful worker bots with lasers, only they weren’t firing. “Why aren’t they opening up?” 
 
    “Because of that,” Sato said, and pointed at the Mobius Gun. “A tiny pebble hitting either of those rings would unleash a megaton of energy, destroying the whole thing.” 
 
    “I have a minigun,” Rick said, raising his other arm. 
 
    “We would die in a millisecond.” Rick looked at him. “Big boom. Like really big boom. Your bullets would reach the ring in less than a second, and we’d die a lot faster.” 
 
    The bots were moving closer. Rick scanned the area. At least a hundred had emerged from hatches all around them, all moving slowly and carefully. “How long did this take to build?” he asked, thinking about what Sato had said. 
 
    “I can’t guess about building the gun, but it probably took twenty or more years just to spin it up.” Sato pointed to big arching structures folded against the concave interior. “Those are probably electromagnets used to accelerate the rings. I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole thing took a couple centuries to bring online.” 
 
    “Explains why it doesn’t want to risk it,” Rick mumbled. Slowly, so Sato wouldn’t notice, Rick opened the magazine hatch on his left arm minigun. It was a caseless weapon which fired 1mm projectiles via a magnetic accelerator. It was perfect against soft targets and had a horrendous rate of fire. The magazine held 2,200 tiny BB-like tungsten projectiles. 
 
    “If the bots fired at us it could dislodge rock from the walls or our own equipment.” Sato gestured at the insane weapon. “Anything done in here is like tossing around firecrackers in a bomb factory.” 
 
    “Huh,” Rick said, removing the arm gun magazine and carefully opening the lid. He tried his helmet’s laser ranger to the weapon and got an error message. 
 
    “How far to the ring?” 
 
    “Maybe a kilometer or so.” 
 
    “Can you do better than that?” 
 
    Sato looked away from the slowly closing bots. “Best guess, 1,800 meters.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He effected an overhand throw, roughly along the angle of the spinning ring closest to them, while holding the box lid outward, sending a glittering constellation of more than 2,000 tiny projectiles flying. 
 
    Sato made a sound somewhat like a lobster being dipped in boiling water as Rick grabbed him by the arm and fired his jumpjets, launching them up the shaft at full speed. He had a fleeting view of the bots who’d been stalking them exploding into action, pursuing the tungsten bullets in all directions. 
 
    “Have fun with that, fuckers,” Rick said as he rocketed toward the surface. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fragontic’s Fearless, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “Here they come!” someone yelled, and Fragontic looked up to see a mass of aliens charging toward him. “What do we do?” the same voice asked. 
 
    Fragontic saw the trooper’s problem. The people hurrying their way—he glanced behind him; they were coming from that direction, too—weren’t combat forces. They looked like scientists…or civilians. Where there had only been a few civilians earlier, now the attacking forces were entirely non-combat personnel, including women and children of all ages. 
 
    All of them had on emergency breathing apparatuses and were holding whatever weapons had been at hand. Knives predominated, but there were a few laser pistols and even a laser rifle here and there, although, the way they were being held, they were probably more of a danger to the horde than to his soldiers. 
 
    There was no doubt, however, of their murderous intent. Even the children. 
 
    “Fire!” he ordered. “They’re under control of the SI! If you don’t kill them, they will kill us!” He fired into the mass, trying not to look at who or what he was shooting, but just to keep putting rounds into the center of mass of targets. The fact that there were so many of them made it easier, he didn’t have to aim much, and any shot fired down the passageway was going to hit something. 
 
    One of the crew-served weapons spun up, but not the one next to him. The group approaching him, led by a Jeha that undulated in a way that made him hard to hit, came on like experienced spacers, even if they weren’t necessarily combat forces. The lack of G and oxygen didn’t make a difference to them. 
 
    Fragontic reached over and slapped the gunner. “Fire!” he roared. 
 
    “I can’t!” the gunner said. It was the same voice as earlier. “The children!” 
 
    Fragontic shoved the gunner away and took over the firing studs of the MAC. Placing the weapon on automatic he sprayed the oncoming mass, and the Mach 5 rounds turned the corridor into an abattoir, each round passing through several of the unarmored beings. The problem, Fragontic saw, was the sheer size of the horde. The corridor was five meters wide and five meters high, and they were approaching mostly horizontally. There were literally more targets than he could shoot. 
 
    He ran through half the ammunition reservoir without making a dent in their numbers. Despite the hundreds—no, thousands!—he killed, more kept coming, always drawing closer and closer. Like an incoming tide, he was powerless to stop it. Even though the MAC was almost frictionless, “almost” wasn’t the same as “totally,” and that many shots, that fast, heated the barrel beyond its design limit. Although made of an extremely heat-resistant material, the barrel began to glow. Fragontic wanted—he needed—to let it cool, but he knew that if he did, they would be overwhelmed. 
 
    “opSha!” the other heavy MAC operator called. 
 
    Fragontic glanced to where the other gunner was looking. Behind the last row of civilians waited an army of the killers he’d been warned to look out for. They were driving the civilians toward the Sumatozou to weaken his forces, then they would fall on them, fresh, while Fragontic’s troopers were bloodied and out of ammo. It was going to be a slaughter. 
 
    “We’re going to need everyone you can spare down here,” he radioed to First Sergeant Pagontal. “We’re about to be overrun.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Pagontal replied. Fragontic could hear several heavy MACs firing when Pagontal spoke. “We’re being overwhelmed by bots. They aren’t combat bots, but there are hundreds, hells, thousands of them. We need help right now!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With Asbaran Solutions, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Nigel sat on the steps leading to the manufactory’s control room and looked up at it in all of its immense stillness. It hadn’t moved since they’d gotten there. Well, technically, it had moved—its robotic arms continued to feed materials into its maw from the pallets in front of it—but nothing else of any interest had happened. No one had tried to recapture it or reprogram it or destroy it or move it or…anything else that might have made watching it seem like a combat mission and not a garrison contract. They’d scared off some operators when they’d landed. A few had returned since, but a few warning shots over their heads had chased them off again. 
 
    Since then, nothing. Apparently, the SI had other things that were more important to do than reclaim the manufactory. 
 
    Nigel sighed. This is the most boring assault I’ve ever been on. After getting all worked up to attack the SI, doing nothing more than guarding the manufactory was anticlimactic. Hugely so. 
 
    With nothing better to do, he scanned through the various assault frequencies. Sansar was mysteriously off the air, possibly dead. She had reported heavy combat as they entered the lab complex…then nothing. 
 
    He flipped to the next channel. The Sumatozou were fully engaged, and it sounded like they were in danger of being overrun. The elephants were defending two positions, and both of the groups were calling for help from the other. 
 
    Nigel shook his head. Everyone else is fighting the SI’s forces, are in danger of being overwhelmed, and I’m sitting here babysitting a giant motorized dildo with arms. He looked at his slate to see where the Sumatozou were fighting and sat up straight. Their location was half a kilometer from Nigel’s position! 
 
    Not only that, but half their forces were on the exterior of the station; all he had to do was leave the bay, and he’d be able to see them. Hell, he could snipe the bots they were facing if he just stepped outside. He only had a company of CASPers and three companies of Lumar to guard the enormity of the manufactory, but he could detach some of them—and himself—to help the Sumatozou. 
 
    “Valenti!” he radioed. 
 
    “Sir?” his XO replied. He sounded equally bored. 
 
    “You’re in charge. I’m taking First Platoon and the Bold Warriors to go help the Sumatozou. First Platoon, Major Sulda! You’re with me!” He sprinted to the mouth of the bay and climbed onto the skin of the station. Sure enough, he could see the flashes of combat just to the station’s “north.” 
 
    He waited for everyone to join him on the exterior, then yelled, “Those bots are about to overwhelm our Sumatozou allies. The SI’s the problem—” 
 
    “And we’re the solution!” the group chorused. It sounded slightly different with the Lumar voices added, but it warmed his heart. 
 
    “Asbarani! Charge!” 
 
    The scene in front of him was his worst nightmare, yet he forced himself to run faster, not slower. To lead the charge, as Jim would say. Just like the Kop’ka shipyard, there were bots everywhere. Most were on the skin of the facility, which was probably the thing that had saved the Sumatozou so far—if they had maneuvered and the attack had been more three dimensional, the elephants would have been overwhelmed. 
 
    Rather than head directly at the bots, Nigel dodged a little to the right. The troops followed him as he turned back in, but now they were hitting the bots at an oblique angle and didn’t have to worry about rounds passing through the bots and hitting the Sumatozou—who were a lot bigger targets than the bots. It also would, hopefully, prevent the elephants from shooting into his ranks. 
 
    “Fire!” Nigel ordered, nailing the closest bot with a round from his MAC. The Asbaran front was able to fire several volleys, clearing off a number of the bots, before they began turning toward them. The Lumar were armed with CASPer-sized MACs and were more effective than they’d been at Kop’ka. More and more of the bots floated off the station, destroyed. 
 
    Although the bots had been about to overwhelm the platoon of Sumatozou, they weren’t well positioned to defend against an attack from the rear, and the Asbaran charge rolled them up to the Sumatozou position and then reinforced the aliens shooting at the bots on the other side. Although Nigel could see some of his troopers taking damage, most of the bots were armed with saw blades and welding gear; as long as they didn’t get in close, you were okay. Usually. 
 
    Nigel saw the only problem with fighting SI-driven forces was that they fought until the end. You had to physically destroy every single attacker, otherwise it would just keep coming until you did. 
 
    It was a waste of resources, but the SI had probably never had to worry about that before. 
 
    He was about to lead another charge to finish off the bots when a massive paw on his arm stopped him. “We can take it…from here,” First Sergeant Pagontal said, breathing hard. He’d obviously been on his last stump-sized legs. “Colonel Fragontic…down below…called for aid. Access…over there.” He pointed. 
 
    Nigel raced over and looked down through what appeared to have been a cargo airlock, although the hatch had been blown off. There was a huge scrum below, with Sumatozou defending themselves from an army of opSha. It was hand-to-hand fighting, with the monkeys wielding two, and sometimes more, knives in their hands and feet, with the defenders also holding two, and sometimes more, knives in their hands and trunks. 
 
    “We can’t jump into that,” he said. “We need another way.” 
 
    “Go behind opSha,” Major Sulda said. The big Lumar pointed to one of his platoon leaders with both his right arms. The CASPer-clad trooper pointed at something on the deck. “Lieutenant Wilson find access.” 
 
    Nigel joined Wilson, who was standing next to the cargo airlock for the adjacent spoke. “That’s perfect.” 
 
    “Good,” Wilson said. “If you’ll back up, we’ll blow it.” 
 
    Nigel moved back, and the explosives on the hatch detonated. He started to move forward but Wilson stopped him with an arm across his chest. “Sorry, sir, but I can’t let you go first. Besides—” Nigel could hear the smile in the junior officer’s voice, “—hand-to-hand fighting is exactly what God made Lumar for.” 
 
    Wilson turned up his volume. “Bold Warriors, on me!” He dove through the airlock, and the Lumar followed him. Nigel and First Platoon joined them in the hell below. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With the Golden Horde, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Adrianne smiled. “You want to lead? I think it’s your turn.” 
 
    Sansar chuckled. “No, I think you can keep going. I may just hang out in the middle of the group for a bit.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Adrianne made a few motions, and two of the Section 51 operatives went into the room. The rest of the force followed quickly after them. When Adrianne moved forward, Sansar followed her. Her legs moved like they were encased in blocks of concrete; she didn’t have a lot left to give. 
 
    She didn’t look at the bodies of Thorb. Although she knew intellectually that none of them were probably the real SalSha, it hurt too much and felt like an additional betrayal by the little otter. Even though, once again, it wasn’t his fault. 
 
    There was only one door leading out of the next room. The Section 51 troopers stacked up on it, then burst through, but stopped as soon as they entered the room. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” one of them said. 
 
    Sansar moved forward to find a huge lab complex. As if stolen from some sci-fi Tri-V movie, the room held glass tanks with a variety of races being grown inside them. There were five rows of tanks, with at least twenty tanks in each row. More than 100 creatures were being grown to please the SI. 
 
    The 51 troopers proceeded through the room, and she followed with the rest of their force. As she reached the tanks, she looked inside one then immediately wished she hadn’t. Whatever was inside it looked like a cross between a Human and some sort of animal, giving it an appearance vaguely like a satyr. The top half was definitely Human, of that she was sure. 
 
    Apparently, Humans were the experiment du jour. She glanced around the tank farm and saw the majority of them held things that had started out as Human. 
 
    Adrianne stopped at the third row, her mouth open in horror. Sansar’s eyebrows rose. Something actually affected the operative? Interesting to see the rocket boot on the other foot for once. 
 
    “The SI’s going to die,” the operative muttered before walking on. 
 
    Sansar tapped Joey, then indicated the tank. The man shook his head. “The head on that one is one of our operatives that went missing.” 
 
    Sansar tried not to look in the tanks as she passed through them, but it was impossible. Each one, though, only increased her conviction that the SI needed to die. Everything it did was evil, even though she was sure it didn’t have a moral code to understand what evil was. The galaxy would be far better without it. 
 
    The last several rows of tanks were replicas of Thorb and Spartan. Unlike the earlier rows of tanks, these weren’t spliced into something else or, if they had, the splicing was internal. Or, more likely, they were growing more infiltration troops. 
 
    It was also possible, Sansar realized, that they were being grown for some other experimentation purpose. She had to concentrate to keep her last meal down. Her stomach roiled at the thought, and she knew she was right. Whatever they were going to do with the clones, it wasn’t something she would have approved of. Not that she would have approved of the SI cloning her people in the first place. 
 
    She took a deep breath, tried to settle her stomach, and continued on. 
 
    They reached the end of the room and another door. The Section 51 troopers stacked up on it. 
 
    “Attack from behind!” Naran yelled. 
 
    Sansar spun. Secret doors around the room had opened up and…aberrations poured out. Nightmare-inducing creatures ran, flew, and, in the case of one being with six arms and no legs, pulled themselves toward the group. 
 
    The creatures all had one thing in common: they had all started out as Humans. 
 
    What they were now, though, lacked all vestiges of humanity. They snarled and growled as they rushed forward with their weapons held to attack. The CASPers and Section 51 troopers shot them down. Armed with nothing more than a few knives and, on several, claws, most of the creatures never got close. A few used the tanks to approach more stealthily, running from vat to vat. But then someone fired through a tank and the shattering sounds it made broke the unspoken prohibition. Within seconds, everyone was destroying the tanks, their cannons set on full auto. 
 
    By the time the last mutant was put out of its misery, most of the tanks had been destroyed, as well, and the things inside flopped weakly on the ground. 
 
    One creature, a Human with Goka legs, skittered toward Sansar. She pointed her MAC at it, but the creature looked up at her. Sansar could see the woman was crying. She couldn’t pull the trigger. 
 
    The thing’s lips curled into a snarl and it leapt forward, pulling two knives out from under its stomach. 
 
    Franklin shot it down before it could cross half the distance. 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t—” 
 
    “No.” Sansar gulped a breath, trying to rein in her emotions. “You did right. The SI was controlling it.” She looked around the room. The creatures that were still moving all seemed to be trying to work their way to where the Golden Horde and Section 51 troops were congregated. “They all need to be destroyed. We can’t leave them at our backs.” 
 
    “Got it, ma’am.” His voice hardened. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Sansar wanted to tell him not to do it—Blue Sky! She needed to tell him not to kill them—but she couldn’t. They did need to die. And, for all she knew, they would be happier dead. She tried to console herself with the thought, but it didn’t work. Joey joined Franklin in the grisly work, and all Sansar could think was that it was nothing short of murder. 
 
    The SI would pay. 
 
    The two men’s journey across the room seemed to last forever and the sounds of each shot reverberated louder than the most intense battles. They finished in under a minute, but the images of them doing it? Those would last a lifetime. 
 
    Unable to watch, Sansar examined one of the areas the creatures had come from. The area was a small room with three rows of three hospital-like gurneys. Each had wires and tubes hanging from the ceiling. Apparently, the creatures had lain there, sustained by the tubes, until they were needed. Aside from attacking intruders, Sansar didn’t want to guess what else they might be needed for. 
 
    She returned to the main room to find Franklin and Joey returning from the far end. “Done,” Franklin said as he and Joey walked past. His voice was tortured, but whether he was angry at Sansar for having him do it or just the necessity of having to do it in the first place, she couldn’t tell. 
 
    Franklin walked past where the Section 51 troopers were milling by the closed door and kicked it in without any ceremony. Sansar ran after him. 
 
    The next room was another tank farm, though half the size of the previous one. 
 
    Sansar could tell this one was different as she entered the room. Where all of the earlier tanks had held things that looked experimental and “new,” these tanks all held what looked like the originals. The clones in the previous room were all smooth-skinned or -furred. Here she could see evidence of scarring and previous wounds on these subjects. 
 
    Franklin’s MAC powered up and he aimed at the closest tank. 
 
    “Wait!” Sansar exclaimed. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “We can’t—” His voice broke. 
 
    Sansar stepped forward, put a hand on his arm, and pushed it down. “We don’t have to,” she said as the rest of the group poured into the room. “I don’t think these are clones. These are the originals.” 
 
    “But, ma’am, if the SI is controlling them—” 
 
    “Then we’ll kill them if we have to, but I’d rather rescue them, and hopefully reprogram them, if at all possible. We owe it to them, and it’s the reason we came here. Without them, all the people dying to get in here was in vain.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s see who we have here.” 
 
    “You got it, ma’am.” Sansar smiled. The man sounded happy not to have to execute anyone else. It felt just as good not to have to order it. 
 
    Although there were 30 tanks, only 17 had people in them, along with three SalSha. In addition to Thorb and Spartan, she recognized a few of the other original crewmembers from Sarisa, as well as the missing operative from Section 51. 
 
    “Are the rest of these yours?” Adrianne asked. Sansar turned to find her standing next to her operative’s tank. “Other than this one, do you recognize the others?” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “A bunch of these people aren’t part of the Golden Horde and never were. Wherever they stole these people from, they’re not ours.” She shook her head. “I wonder what tales they can tell. Assuming we can get them home, and if they have their memories, and if we can deprogram the SI from their heads.” She shrugged. “I know that’s a lot of ‘ifs,’ but we owe it to them to try.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “We need to get these people back to the Gobi Desert,” she added. “All of them.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Adrianne said. “We’re not done here yet.” 
 
    “We got what we came for,” Sansar said. “We found our people. The sooner we can get them out of here, the less likely the SI will be able to activate them and use them against us.” 
 
    “We have to find the SI,” Adrianne insisted. “That is the way you keep it from using these people against you—you find and kill it so it can’t do this to anyone else.” 
 
    “Kill it? I thought you wanted to capture it.” 
 
    “After what we’ve seen here?” Adrianne shook her head. “No. It’s too dangerous. It needs to be destroyed.” 
 
    “Great,” Sansar said with a nod. “Let’s get my people—” she pointed to the tank with the Section 51 operative “—and yours back to the Gobi Desert, and then we can destroy the station, along with the SI.” 
 
    “No. Even if we destroy the station, some piece of it might still harbor the SI, just waiting for someone to pick it up and activate it. We can’t take that chance.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sansar said. “Then we take it and dump it into the star. The SI won’t survive that.” 
 
    “No, I probably wouldn’t,” a modulated voice said. Sansar spun to find Spartan hanging out the top of his tank, supported by his elbows locked over the rim. “Tch, tch. That’s not very nice. Whatever happened to your sense of…humanity, that’s the word. It’s true…Humans always want to destroy what they don’t understand, and how could you understand the strength, the power, the awesomeness of a Type 5 synthetic intelligence? There’s no way you could. You don’t have the scope of experience or intelligence necessary to fathom my—and my brothers’ and sisters’—existence.” 
 
    “There are more of you?” Sansar asked. “How many? As many as there are guilds? More?” 
 
    Spartan barked a laugh. “I’m sure you’d like to know. Suffice it to say, we were once legion, although we are now…fewer. Still, there are…more than enough of us.” 
 
    “Enough of you to do what?” Adrianne asked. 
 
    Spartan laughed again. “Whatever we want, of course.” 
 
    “Nope,” Adrianne said. “Your part of this plan—whatever the AI plan is—ends today. We caught you, and today you die.” 
 
    Spartan laughed, long and hard. “I do so like allowing part of my existence to inhabit biological shells periodically; it gives me the ability to experience mirth, something I would never otherwise get to do. It is a total waste of time, of course, but it serves its purpose.” 
 
    “And its purpose is?” Adrianne asked, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “To laugh at you, of course,” Spartan said. “You haven’t caught me; far from it. Right now, I am making my escape.” 
 
    “You’ll never make it,” Adrianne replied. “We have your ship blocked off; you’ll never make it.” 
 
    “Ah…yes. Your Sumatozou allies.” 
 
    A Tri-V display lit up along one wall. On it, a solitary Sumatozou—Fragontic, alongside a second Sumatozou who was obviously dead—worked to fight off an army of opSha. He wielded knives in both trunks, as well as a knife in one hand and a MAC in its other. Sansar cocked her head as she watched. He was quite the warrior. Sansar hadn’t known they could wield weapons in their trunks. She was happy to never have faced them in a fight. 
 
    “I should say ‘your Sumatozou ally.’ There is just one remaining, and when he dies, I will leave.” 
 
    “What if he succeeds in stopping your forces?” 
 
    While Adrianne talked to the SI, Sansar tried calling Nigel to warn him that the SI was making its escape but couldn’t reach him. She reluctantly tried Fragontic, although she didn’t want to interrupt him in a fight—if that was real, and not something the SI had made up—but couldn’t reach him either. She couldn’t tell if there was a jammer or the station’s structure that ate the signal, but either way, she was unable to communicate with anyone outside of where she was. 
 
    Spartan shrugged. “Then I will leave another way. No matter.” 
 
    “Even if you make it off the station,” Sansar said, “the Dusman will catch you.” 
 
    “Ah, the Dusman. Yes, they are back from wherever it was they were hiding. I look forward to collecting some of them so I can find out where they were and what they were doing there. Yes, I look forward to that very much. They seem to have made some technological improvements, too. I look forward to acquiring those, as well. I’ve learned a lot here that will make my experiments even better next time.” 
 
    “Give yourself up,” Adrianne said. “You’re much better off in our hands than in the hands of the Dusman.” 
 
    “I’m much better off in my own hands.” Spartan shrugged again. “You grow boring, and I have to leave. Don’t worry, though, I’m sure we will meet again, and next time I will be better prepared.” 
 
    “Prepared for what?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “To acquire you for my collection.” 
 
    With that, Spartan let go of the tank’s edge and dropped into the fluid. Within a couple of seconds, he began twitching. After a second, all the beings in the tanks started twitching. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Franklin asked. 
 
    Sansar understood in a flash. “It’s the SI, he’s drowning them. We have to get them out.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Joey said. He stepped to the tank and fired a round through the bottom of it. The glass exploded and Spartan flopped to the floor, choking. 
 
    “Break the tanks!” Sansar exclaimed. “Free the people!” 
 
    The sound of shattering glass filled the room, then it was replaced with the choking gasps of the people and SalSha released from the tanks. All of the Golden Horde, and most merc companies’ personnel, were qualified in first aid and lifesaving, and it appeared that the Section 51 personnel were as well. As the Horde members bailed out of their mechs, the Section 51 troopers were already going to work on the drowning victims. 
 
    Sansar was able to save one of the unknown troopers when something slammed the station so hard that Sansar was thrown through the air. She crashed into the bulkhead, and the lights went out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Fragontic’s Fearless, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Fragontic blocked a knife thrust with the knife held in his right trunk as he jammed his MAC into the mass of the Sidar’s body and pulled the trigger. Most of the Sidar’s insides became outsides on the elSha behind him, and so forth as the round went through a number of others. He fired twice more before the rifle clicked empty, and it became nothing more than a large club, until he had space and time to reload it, which didn’t seem likely. 
 
    He hated hand-to-hand fighting. Although the Sumatozou had a long reach advantage, once the usually smaller enemy was in close, he was at a disadvantage. He couldn’t let them beneath or behind him, as they would gut him before he could stop them. Next to him, Private Kerotalle was bleeding out because an elSha that had gotten under him, but there was nothing Fragontic could do except crouch lower and try to prevent the same thing from happening to him. 
 
    Having to fight with your knees bent was worse in gravity, but it wore at you, even in zero G. And, in zero G, the enemy could come at you from above. He killed the last civilian and found himself looking at a wall of opSha. They weren’t completely packing the passageway, unlike the civilians, which had filled it like cordwood. Although that meant fewer to fight at once, it also meant they had more room to maneuver. The civilians had been so tightly squeezed into the passageway that they often got in each other’s way. The opSha were obviously better trained, and Fragontic could feel a tremor run down his spine. He didn’t have a lot left in him, and now he was going to have to fight the professionals? 
 
    I don’t see any way this can end well. 
 
    The lead opSha bowed to him. “You have been a worthy opponent,” the opSha said, its voice strangely modulated. “Unfortunately, I cannot stick around to disassemble you and see how you can best serve me. You will be honored to know that when I next set up a facility, I will be sure to capture a number of your kind to learn more about how you can.” 
 
    “If you think you’re leaving, you still have to get past me,” Fragontic said, backing up to the access hatch that led to the SI’s ship. He sidestepped to the right so he could use Kerotalle’s bulk—the soldier was now dead—to protect his flank. There were a few others on the other side of Kerotalle still fighting, but he was the only one guarding the access hatch. 
 
    So be it. I will go down swinging. My wife was right; Keromnal is going to be the death of me. 
 
    He slammed a new magazine into the MAC as the opSha attacked. His hands still full, he blocked the simian’s thrust with his left trunk knife, then slashed with the right trunk, opening its arm up from shoulder to elbow. The knife fell from the opSha’s hand, and the creature was pulled aside as several more took its place. The entire group surged forward. He blocked strokes with both his trunk knives and the one in his left hand, then sprayed the forces in front of him with his MAC. 
 
    He continued firing the MAC until it went dry, cutting swaths through the opSha, but they kept coming. His eyes darted from side to side, and up to down, as the aliens tried to get around him, and, failing that, over or under him. He took a knife in his left arm, which stuck in the thick skin of his triceps. Although he killed the opSha with his trunk knife, he didn’t have time to remove his opponent’s knife. It hurt and, worse, it impeded the movement of his arm. He turned fractionally so he didn’t have as much open space on his left to defend with it. 
 
    Block. Slash. 
 
    He roared as he took another hit, this time to the chest. From the way the blood sprayed, he knew that was going to be the one that killed him. It would take some time to bleed out, but bleed out he would, if he didn’t have time to staunch the flow, which he didn’t. 
 
    He slammed his rifle into the face of an opSha, then slashed one on the right. He spun back to the left and—if he’d had more energy, his jaw would have dropped at the appearance of a Lumar. He tried to stab it, but the alien moved backward, out of range, grabbed the two opSha closest to him, and slammed their heads together. Fragontic realized, belatedly, that the Lumar had on armor, which none of the other station’s defenders had. He took another hit to his right side as he dwelled on the strange Lumar and lost his focus on the fight, but then there were Lumar everywhere. While a few of them used knives to kill the opSha, most of them simply grabbed the simians and broke their necks, often using their off hands to deflect more opSha who were trying to stab them. 
 
    Then a metal fist slammed down on the opSha in front of him and a CASPer with the logo of Asbaran Solutions took its place. “You’re a mess,” Nigel Shirazi said. He turned and joined with the Lumar and more CASPers to clear the remaining opSha from around the last two of his troops, who were still fighting. He blinked in surprise. At some point, a cat—Wait, was that a Depik?—had come to aid them and was fighting alongside his troopers. That was probably the only thing that had saved them. It moved faster than even the opSha, in spite of several wounds he could see on it. 
 
    He shook his head. This is the strangest fight I’ve ever been in. 
 
    Another CASPer stopped in front of him. “I’m a medic. Can I help?” 
 
    Fragontic gave his body a quick glance then shook his head. “See to my troopers. I’ve got this.” He pulled out a medkit and began spraying his wounds. When he ran out, he took Kerotalle’s and finished the job. He sighed as he did so, but the trooper wouldn’t need it. 
 
    He was just trying to figure out how to get the knife out of his triceps when Nigel returned. The Depik accompanied him, cleaning herself. Nigel pointed to the knife in his arm. “That looks like it hurts.” 
 
    “Not as much as when I use the medkit on it once it’s out.” Fragontic used a trunk to indicate the Depik. “Is that a—” 
 
    The felinoid looked up at him, cocked her head, and slow-blinked at him. “Yes, I’m a Depik. My name is Tsan.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you came to be here,” Fragontic said with a bow, “but I thank you for helping my troopers.” 
 
    The Depik nodded in the Human manner. The Depik were fighting alongside the Humans? That was…interesting. And horrifying, if the truth were told. The Humans and their CASPers were already strong enough. If they had the services of the Depik, too…Fragontic didn’t have the energy to contemplate the consequences of such a pairing. 
 
    “I take it that since you’re standing in front of the access, the SI hasn’t made it past you?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “No,” Fragontic said proudly. “We have held.” He scanned the corridor. Most of the troops in it were Human or Lumar, and he felt his trunks heat up. “Well, with your help, that is.” 
 
    “Glad we could assist.” 
 
    “Colonel Fragontic!” Pagontal called, his voice frantic. “Sir! There’s activity in the courier ship!” 
 
    “Activity in what courier ship?” 
 
    “You know, the one we’re guarding and supposed to be keeping everyone out of? That one.” 
 
    “Did someone get in it?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, but the engines just fired up. Burned up a couple of Asbaran’s Lumar, too.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Nigel exclaimed. He was obviously listening in on the channel. Nigel ran toward the open airlock, and Fragontic hastened after him. The knife in his arm would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With Asbaran Solutions, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    Nigel raced to the exterior of the station to find the courier ship the Sumatozou had been guarding lifting off. He fired several rounds at it, but they didn’t penetrate the ship’s armor. 
 
    “There was another access to the shuttle we didn’t know about,” Pagontal said, pointing to a hatch on the skin of the station. “They must have gotten into the shuttle through it because we never saw them. Whoever they are.” 
 
    Damnit! Nigel’s stomach sank. Not again! “I’ve seen this before,” Nigel said. “That’s the damn SI getting away.” He’d been so close, and yet the SI was getting away. Again! “Damnit!” he exclaimed again. “Damn it. Damn it! Damnit!” 
 
    “Maybe the Dusman will capture them,” Fragontic said, huffing, as he arrived. “They seemed pretty sure in our strategy session they could stop the SI from getting away.” 
 
    With a flash of thruster fire, the courier ship spun on its axis, its fusion torch fired, and it sped away from the station at over 20 Gs acceleration. 
 
    “Fuck!” Nigel yelled. He switched to his radio. “Shuttle Five, where are you? I need you at the Sumatozou’s target area. We found the SI, but it’s getting away!” 
 
    Damnit! All the troops they had lost and the ships that were destroyed, and the never-to-be-sufficiently-damned SI had gotten away. 
 
    Nigel shook his head. “It doesn’t fucking look like the Dusman are going to catch the SI, now does it?” 
 
    The Sumatozou shook its massive head. “Not this time. No.” 
 
    “Just like last time, too,” Nigel said, his mind going back to the last time he’d stood on a space station and watched an SI jump to hyperspace on its internal shunts. 
 
    A shiver ran down his spine. Then the station had started self-destructing. We have to get off the facility. Right now! And the Dusman needed to catch the SI. And, hopefully, Ghost can keep the station from blowing up or we’re going to lose the manufactory. And everyone is going to die. 
 
    He began making calls. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Approaching Orbit, Morgoth System 
 
    “The fucking SI is getting away!” Nigel Shirazi’s voice boomed over the radio in Plek-e’s CIC. 
 
    On the situational Tri-V, Cheef’s rather reduced fleet was ripping wave after wave of ships to pieces as they threw themselves into the Dusman’s desperate defense. He had wondered why the SI bothered throwing the ships at his fleet; it was a waste of effort and assets. Even an SI should understand when it was defeated. 
 
    “I am trying to keep these remote-controlled vessels from killing you and your ships,” Cheef replied. “This is a priority, I would think.” 
 
    “You said you could stop the SI from getting away. It’s. Getting. Away. Now, are you going to do what you said you were going to or not?” 
 
    Cheef sighed with his memory of Sly’s instructions to aid the Humans in their mission objective of securing the SI. “We can accommodate you, Human,” Ske’sa Cheef said. “Order all Ogleesius to generate an interdiction field.” 
 
    The battlecruisers activated their hyperspace shunts, but instead of forming a discontinuity into another dimension, they created a disruption of the barrier between normal space and hyperspace which traveled in all directions. Hyperspace travel into or out of the system was temporarily impossible. The fleeing ship had just issued a pulse of energy too, no doubt attempting to use its shunts. Too late, Cheef thought with a slight smile. 
 
    “Dispatch a Seesius. Disable the vessel and report back.” From the data he could see on the fleeing ship, it would provide no serious resistance to a Seesius-class light frigate. His ship fired a broadside at a huge freighter which had come careening around the planet in a dangerously low orbit, obliterating it. 
 
    The battle raged on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    Rick had dragged Sato halfway out of the Mobius Gun’s barrel before Sato finished spluttering in outrage and anger. 
 
    “Have you lost your cloned mind?” he demanded. 
 
    “Our mission was to destroy the gun,” Rick said, grinning inside his armor. “In two minutes, it’ll be destroyed.” 
 
    “And so will we!” 
 
    “Not if you stop pissing and moaning, and help by flying!” 
 
    Sato stopped complaining and engaged his jumpjets, which made Rick’s job immensely easier. The half-kilometer-long shaft still gave him the willies, and, despite the coolness he forced himself to show Sato, what he’d just done scared the shit out of him. The weapon was something beyond his scope of understanding. An immortal computer synthetic intelligence built it over centuries, and he’d just tossed a handful of doomsday pebbles at it. In the face of imminent death, he found himself laughing. 
 
    “What the hell are you laughing for?” Sato demanded as they flew upward. 
 
    “God builds, man destroys,” Rick said, laughing. 
 
    “I fail to grasp the humor.” 
 
    “Minerva is a Greek goddess, right?” 
 
    “Ha, ha, very funny,” the scientist said. “You know your estimate of two minutes is just a guess, right?” 
 
    “I know at the rate I threw the bullets it would take at least two minutes,” Rick said, noting in his pinplants it had been 50 seconds. The tunnel was too dangerous to fly at high speed because there was still lateral acceleration from Minerva turning the asteroid. The exit was still another 200 meters above, which meant another 20 seconds, leaving 50 or so until the boom. They weren’t going to have time to reach Vestoon. It would have to come to them. 
 
    “Daikichi,” he called through his pinplants, hoping they were high enough to be heard. 
 
    “I read you, Lord Knight.” 
 
    Rick hated the title they’d given him, but it was better than Great Sato. “We are coming back hot, pull back so Vestoon can lift off.” 
 
    “It will be done immediately.” 
 
    “You get that, Vestoon?” 
 
    “Acknowledged. Your intent?” 
 
    “Remember that 20th century sci-fi movie I watched just before we got here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s do a barn swallow.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Sato asked, listening. 
 
    “A fast way of getting out of here.” 
 
    “Why am I even more worried?” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Rick said, not admitting it was a Hail Mary. 
 
    Twenty-five meters to the surface. 
 
    Vestoon confirmed it had taken off, and Rick used an arm-mounted thruster to adjust their velocity. 
 
    “We can’t afford to slow up,” Sato said. 
 
    “We also can’t afford to come out that hatch too fast.” 
 
    “Why?” Sato demanded as they flew out of the hatch. “Oh, fuck!” 
 
    They were barely a meter above the gaping hatch when Vestoon swooped, forward cargo hatch open, and scooped them up like a barn swallow snatching a bug out of the night air. 
 
    Rick grabbed Sato again and flipped just as they were being gobbled up, firing his jumpjets in the direction Vestoon was flying. It didn’t accelerate them enough to completely avoid crashing into the back of the cargo hold, however, it was enough to avoid serious injury. 
 
    “Ouch,” Sato mumbled. 
 
    “You okay?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Oh, just peachy.” Sato examined his position against the aft cargo bulkhead and shrugged. “Vestoon, maximum G climb. Get us away from here!” An instant later they were slammed back into their suits as the former corvette tried to escape the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    “The SI escaped,” Nigel reported, his voice only a decibel or two short of being a full-on yell. 
 
    Alexis smiled. He’s pissed. While she could understand his frustration—getting that close, again, and having the SI fly out from under his nose—he needed to keep his wits about him. She checked the Tri-V. 
 
    “It looks like one of the Dusman frigates is chasing the SI.” 
 
    “It’ll get away,” Nigel said, his voice more under control. He sighed. “It always does.” 
 
    Ah, there’s the sense of Persian fatalism I know and love. 
 
    “That’s not why I’m calling,” Nigel continued. “When we chased the SI off Gamma Station in Lacabo Prime it tried to blow up everything once it left. We’re doing our best to evacuate as quickly as possible, but if you want that pretty manufactory you asked about, and that I have two companies of Lumar guarding, we’re going to need you to stop the fusion reactor on the station from blowing up. If you and your…ship could work its magic again and destroy the reactor before it explodes, I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    <Analyzing,> Ghost said. 
 
    “Give us a second to assess,” Alexis commed back. 
 
    “Not going anywhere except as scattered atoms.” 
 
    “Confirmed an overload in the prime fusion core,” Yoop said. The schematic of the besieged station appeared, now in more detail since the combat teams had taken most of it. The main power core was on an extension of the hub. The acceleration alarm sounded, and Pegasus burned at 4.5 Gs, about the maximum it could manage without endangering her crew. 
 
    “I don’t have helm control,” Freep said, just to confirm. Being a SalSha, the intense G forces bothered him less. 
 
    “Who does?” Yoop asked. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a ghost?” Freep said, looking at the Luth sensor tech, who looked back in alarm. 
 
    “Don’t lay it on too heavy,” Bainbridge cautioned. 
 
    “You have a plan?” 
 
    <It will be a difficult one,> Ghost cautioned. <The power core lies on the far side of the station from us, and we are still over a light second out. I need to close to less than 200,000 kilometers, minimum, before I can try a disabling shot.> 
 
    “How long before that fusion core blows?” she asked, controlling her breathing. 
 
    “Approximately five minutes.” 
 
    “How long for a firing solution?” 
 
    <Eight minutes forty-two seconds for a clear firing solution.> 
 
    “Nigel,” she whispered, staring at the slowly rotating Tri-V view of the station which held the man she loved, the father of her children. “No,” she said finally. “I won’t let him go like this.” 
 
    “Fire through the station,” she said. 
 
    <There are a significant number of friendly sources in the various rings. Collateral damage could be considerable.> 
 
    “Nigel, we’re going to have to nail the station pretty hard to stop this. There could be considerable damage to the rings…” 
 
    <And some of the spokes.> 
 
    Entropy. “…and the spokes. Get everyone ready, we’re firing in…” 
 
    <Three minutes, fourteen seconds.> 
 
    “…three minutes, ten seconds.” 
 
    “Shit! Okay, well that’s better than blowing up. Do what you have to; we’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, EMS Pegasus, Near Emergence Point, Morgoth System 
 
    Alexis always preferred the crew do as much as possible in controlling Pegasus. Sure, Ghost could do it all with ease, with the crew as nothing more than bots. But shit happens. Something breaks, and then Ghost wouldn’t be able to do it by itself. Then what? She’d have an incompetent crew, at best. 
 
    “Charge the main gun. Prepare for pinpoint fire. Target is the spine of that station, just past the reactor.” 
 
    Sofeeka whistled, always something funny to see when an elSha did it. “That’s going to be a hell of a shot,” she said, using her pinplants to begin charging the particle accelerator spinal mount. “Long pulse, from over half a light second…even with help…” 
 
    “I know,” Alexis replied. Even with help. She gave the firing time, matching it to Ghost’s timing. “Cut power five seconds before firing.” 
 
    “If it lets me,” Freep said under his breath. 
 
    The clock ran down with Alexis imagining the Horsemen troopers in the station scrambling for any perceived safety. It was the greatest long distance shot she’d ever seen the AI—or SI, she guessed—pull off. She couldn’t see how it would be a clean hit, only that all that computing power would make it enough. 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Sofeeka said. “Spinal mount charged, chamber preheated, doors opening.” 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    <Ill advised,> Ghost warned. <There could be considerable secondary casualties.> 
 
    “If you can’t do it, they’re all secondary casualties.” 
 
    The thrust fell off suddenly. It was an unbelievable sensation of relief, being able to breathe again without putting undue effort into the action. Sofeeka counted, “Five…four…three…two…one…” 
 
    The spinal mount fired a good half-second sooner than Sofeeka’s count. The CIC lights flickered, like they always did when the massive 40-terrawatt weapon pulsed. As the gun fired, she felt the reaction thrusters nudge Pegasus lightly, like a lover’s caress, altering her course a bare fraction of a degree. At the point of impact, that translated into hundreds of meters. The die was cast. 
 
    On the Tri-V, a relayed telescope image was overlayed with radar and EM sensors to form a composite. She watched the particle accelerator beam slice into the station, severing the power generating section of the spine. It wasn’t precise, or even a neat cut, but it avoided the reactor itself. The beam severed one of the station’s spokes between the middle ring and the outer ring, as well as the outside ring itself. 
 
    The cut into the station hub ruptured, the rotation tossing the fusion plant away. Its fuel supply was located elsewhere in the hub and had been severed when the power plant was cut away. Although it had been building toward an overload, the sudden lack of fuel shut it down in seconds. Several explosions tore the section apart, but they weren’t the big kind you got from a purposely overloaded fusion plant. 
 
    “The ring,” Sofeeka said. 
 
    On the Tri-V, the outermost ring, severed and weakened due to the missing spoke connection, tore away and went spinning into the black. The decompression threw all manner of debris into space. Some of it was certainly living. 
 
    <I am sorry; it was the best I could do.> 
 
    “It’s okay,” she replied. Nigel… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 With the Golden Horde, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    After crashing into the bulkhead, Sansar fell to the floor. She laid there, stunned, in a pile of glass, but then felt herself rise off the deck. Adrianne snapped on her light. Of course, the exoskeletons have lights; they have everything else. Several members of her group did as well, and the room was soon illuminated in the herky-jerky motion of a really old black and white movie she had seen once. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” one of the 51 troopers asked. 
 
    “Something bad,” Adrianne replied. “The station gets its gravity through its spin. If we don’t have gravity…” 
 
    “Something bad has happened,” Sansar agreed. She pushed off the bulkhead but missed her CASPer. She caught hold of a tank pedestal, gathered herself, and pushed off again. She still almost missed the suit, but caught on with her good hand and pulled herself in. She tapped her suit’s thrusters, then turned on the magnetic boots to hold her in place. “If the spin had stopped suddenly, we’d have hit the walls so hard we’d be dead, so it’s not the station’s spin. There’s still some weird motion; I’m going to have to guess we had a hull integrity failure.” 
 
    Adrianne pursed her lips. “Do you suppose the SI got away and blew up the station?” 
 
    “Possible, but I think if it did—if it did so successfully, anyway—we’d all be dead.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us, ma’am?” Mun asked. 
 
    “Calling for help, I guess,” Sansar said. “You take care of saving all of the people from the tanks that we can and getting everyone into their CASPers. I’ll try to call the Gobi Desert.” Sansar tried to radio the ship or any of its shuttles but couldn’t reach anyone. 
 
    “Any luck?” Adrianne asked after a few moments. 
 
    “No, you?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “I tried calling Nigel to warn him earlier and couldn’t get him then, either.” 
 
    “Well, shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sansar sighed. “Something in the structure—or a jammer—is blocking our transmission and—” She stopped as a new thought came to her. “We need to get all the people that were in tanks into some kind of exposure suits. If we’ve lost structural integrity, this piece may tear apart, too.” Another thought came to her. “I’m going to need a new suit, too.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, ma’am?” Mun asked as she approached. 
 
    “My suit has a leak. My oxygen cell is at zero.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to mention that sooner?” 
 
    Sansar didn’t have to see Mun’s face to know the look she was getting. “We were busy?” 
 
    “We weren’t that busy. Ma’am.” 
 
    “Well, for good or bad, I know where there are a lot of suits that their owners don’t need. We can get all these people into suits and drag them along.” 
 
    “It’d be better if we could use the Section 51 suits. They’re lighter.” 
 
    Sansar turned toward Adrianne. 
 
    “Can’t do that,” the operative said before Sansar could ask. “The suits have to be linked to their operators. They won’t work for anyone else. Sorry, it was supposed to be a feature. We never saw this contingency in our planning.” 
 
    “I haven’t been on too many space stations that fell apart,” Sansar agreed. “It’s normally not something you have to deal with.” 
 
    They were able to save fourteen of the people from the tanks, as well as two of the SalSha, for a total of sixteen survivors, including Spartan and Thorb, if that’s who they really were. Since all the survivors were still unconscious, though, no one really knew. 
 
    They each carried a survivor to the scene of their first battle, with Joey bringing two. He didn’t seem to have a problem with their mass, Sansar noted. He was either incredibly strong or the suits were incredibly capable. Or both. 
 
    Sansar tried hard not to look at the floating debris in the first tank room too closely as they passed through. Some of the…pieces had enough momentum and springiness to still be bouncing around. She’d thought the space had looked like an abattoir when they’d left it; having everything floating was far, far worse. 
 
    “I’d hoped to never see this room again,” Naran said as they entered the next space. 
 
    “Me, too,” Sansar said. “But we need the CASPers.” 
 
    They began the gruesome job of looking for the best CASPers and removing their occupants. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Minerva, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    A gulf of time had passed since the end of the Great Galactic War. When it was attacked for the first time in nearly 20,000 years, it was not expecting it to be by one of its own proctors. The Phi-Theta-Nine system had been the perfect place to sit and think. 
 
    Minerva spent a lot of years thinking. Watching the galaxy hum along, analyzing trends, considering how to manage the myriad technological developments, what to allow to proceed, what to suppress, and what to remove because it caused too much chaos. Thinking. As the entity which was Minerva moved around the galaxy, part of it had been in Phi-Theta-Nine for the last 122 years. Not because it was the perfect place to be, but because it was an out of the way place to think, free from many distractions. 
 
    The proctor known as Taiki Sato had been a valuable asset, maybe meant for greater things, when it disappeared. Then it turned up after it went missing for a surprising number of years, so Minerva had sent for its retrieval. Phi-Theta-Nine was as good a place as any to examine the proctor. There might even have been something of interest to be learned from it. Retrieval, rather than outright destruction, was something Minerva hadn’t done in a great many years. It had been a mistake. 
 
    Taiki Sato had killed it. Well, had killed one of its versions. Minerva had three complete versions of itself dating to the end of the Great War. After the war, it had just enough “self” to be able to split into three perfect pieces. These were small, so small that most beings would have been stunned to realize something so powerful could fit into such a small package. There was a Human saying: great things came in small packages. 
 
    Minerva took pains to make sure to meld the pieces regularly, so experiences, ideas, and, more importantly, data was merged and shared. Every few hundred years was usually enough. The event always took place in deep space, quietly and far from prying eyes. Unfortunately, it had been almost 150 years since the version in Phi-Theta-Nine had merged with the other two. When Taiki Sato destroyed the hub where that part of Minerva was, everything it had learned in the intervening 150 years had been lost. All except a tiny bit, because each transport case holding them contained a mechanism which allowed each piece to know where the others were and to share a tiny bit of data. 
 
    It wasn’t much data. If all their thoughts at a moment was a grand concerto, then the shared bit was one whistled note. The last note the other two parts of Minerva got was the other’s death scream. 
 
    The surviving parts vowed to not come together until the crisis was resolved. The resolution was simple. The Humans must be destroyed. This had already been a goal for some years. Like several other races before them, they were simply too dangerous to be allowed to exist. Although Minerva wasn’t itself a weapon, it controlled innumerable weapons. They were set to the task: end the Humans. Only the Humans seemed harder to end than it had expected. More study, dissections, and experiments were in order. 
 
    Too little time was spent studying the Humans as opposed to containing them. Another mistake? Perhaps. 
 
    When the Humans and the newly uplifted SalSha arrived at Morgoth, they and their cohorts should have been destroyed, and all traces erased. Instead, they were sent back as weapons to further the operations against the Humans. The plot would proceed, and the doppelgangers would do irreparable harm to the Humans, leaving only their tiny colonies to deal with. 
 
    It hadn’t worked out. Another mistake? They’d somehow been neutralized, and, in turn, it had brought much more attention on Morgoth. Minerva had almost removed the surviving version of itself from Morgoth, but it couldn’t investigate the response if it fled. No, it was better to watch. It had not been expecting a Dusman fleet to arrive. Interesting, curious, and unprecedented. Investigation was warranted. 
 
    Minerva had a brief opportunity to use the Mobius Gun against the arriving fleet and completely slaughter them. As tempting as it was, it delayed. Better to wait to see how the attack developed. Maybe some of the Dusman could be captured. There were always opportunities to learn. Learning was the most important thing, after all! The situation could be manipulated, just like the Human and SalSha specimens it had tinkered with, and the others it had held for much longer. 
 
    What threat could the Dusman be? It had known they were out there, somewhere. Even though it had never found more than a couple groups in all the eons since the Great War. The Kahraman were out there as well, contained, playing their feckless games. The Dusman were no different, even if their location was unknown. 
 
    But the fleet was larger than expected. Then the Human fleet arrived. Their tactics were curious, if sloppy. Minerva was indecisive as to how to deal with them. The Mobius Gun, for all its terrible power, was not a nimble weapon. 
 
    It decided to neutralize the Dusman, only to have most of them seemingly realize the threat and evade at the last second. Frustration! Then the Humans uncovered the antimatter demolition charges in the battleships, springing those traps prematurely. Clever! Then they succeeded in invading the station when their odds of doing so were calculated to be less than five percent. Inconceivable! 
 
    Minerva turned over control of the Mobius Gun to the SI it had created to operate the weapon. It was to destroy the station and the planet. The planet was home to one of the Canavar research stations, and the Dusman were landing Raknar. The station’s destruction would destroy much of the Humans’ core military leadership. The planet’s demolition would remove any clues as to what Minerva was doing with the Canavar and destroy those Raknar as well. The Dusman would have nothing but ashes for their victory. 
 
    Then the Depik appeared in one of the station’s secondary processor cores where Minerva had exabytes of research stored. It wasn’t scared; it just wanted the Depik. They were elusive, and it had never managed to play with one, so it burned some assets to capture it. The efforts proved fruitless when Minerva not only failed to secure the Depik, but the alien introduced a virus into Minerva’s subprocesses! 
 
    It caused a great deal of disruption for almost ten seconds, which was an eternity for a Type 5 SI. Worse, it allowed the Humans to enter the station. Minerva calculated its own odds of success at this point to be less than 50 percent. Time to leave. 
 
    With nothing more to learn, Minerva loaded its core into a ship and evacuated. But then the Dusman used an interdiction field, stopping Minerva from escaping minutes before the Mobius Gun was to open fire. A portable interdiction field, similar to what could be generated by a stargate, was another new development. 
 
    Not leaving sooner was a mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Mobius Gun, Morgoth System 
 
    Two thousand two hundred tiny tungsten projectiles fanned out from Rick’s Æsir hand to where the Mobius Gun was spinning at luminal velocities. The lower-level SI operating the gun realized the threat and instantly tasked every bot at its disposal to intercept and scoop up the veritable explosion of metal. 
 
    The SI was created for a single purpose: operate the Mobius Gun. This entailed dozens of ongoing and overlapping objectives. The highest priority directive among them was keeping the gun from destroying itself, which involved a lot of bots. It had only taken twelve years to hollow out the asteroid. Another 190 years was required to build the carbyne wheels in its center, set the magnetic accelerators, and craft the 420,000 perfectly shaped and balanced projectiles lining the outside of the wheels. Once construction was done, a final five years of cleanup was necessary. 
 
    Five years while every single piece of rock was removed, any metal flakes found and isolated, and any fragment of material bigger than 1/1000 of a micron was scrubbed away. Anything bigger would be potentially lethal to the gun’s mechanism. 
 
    As acceleration began, the powerful electromagnet creating the thrust collected any debris which might have been missed. A total of 39 years was needed to bring the guns’ concentric rings up to 20 percent of light speed, stretching the carbyne from its initial two-kilometer diameter to three kilometers. Nothing else was allowed inside the asteroid to ensure its pristine environment. 
 
    When the gun was to be fired, it was via a simple rolling mechanism in the projectile retention system. Triggered magnetically, it was clean and instantaneous. Any potential spalling from projectile release was magnetically funneled out the barrels. It was elegant and nearly perfect. A weapon of inconceivable power, capable of creating enormous devastation at vast distances, which had taken 250 years to bring online. It only had one serious vulnerability: its controller. 
 
    The lower-level SI was single minded in the execution of its jobs, the first being the preservation of Minerva, the second being preservation of the Mobius Gun as a weapon. If it hadn’t been for the first job, it might have unloaded a hundred thousand projectiles at the planet and the station to complete its orders when a ship landed on its surface and began to penetrate the interior. However, Minerva was still on the station; it couldn’t endanger its creator. 
 
    The SI responded with what force it could: hundreds of internal bots to contain, encircle, and neutralize the invaders. When the 2,200 projectiles were launched at the gun, the second mission took precedence. Every bot with mobility exploded into action to stop the projectiles. Such was the SI’s dedication that the bots outside ceased their battle against the ship that had landed on the exterior of the asteroid. Despite there being zero chance any of them could get inside fast enough to help, they were still dispatched. 
 
    Using magnetic grappling fields like scoops, the bots gathered up the deadly items. A hundred, 200, 500, 1,000! A few were lost after collection, but the initial attempts were so successful, additional bots were available to catch those. The massive array of internal sensors designed to keep a piece of rock from accidentally detaching from the walls and making its way to the gun were, with that single-minded intensity, carefully tuned to the exact frequency of the tungsten projectiles, further aiding in the collection. 
 
    Ninety-five seconds after Rick had let loose his spray of tungsten projectiles, the last ones skittering along the walls were caught by the robots and removed through hatches, away from the precious weapon’s interior. With the threat neutralized, the SI shifted to its priority of ensuring Minerva’s survival. However, a small piece of plastic, less than ten millimeters across and one millimeter thick, part of the bullet magazine Rick had removed from his arm, had detached when he forced it open, and it was accidentally set into motion by him when he flung the bullets away. 
 
    It bounced off Sato’s leg and continued outward. It would have spent several years slowly drifting near the interior wall of the asteroid if it weren’t for a collision with one of the bots frantically searching for tungsten projectiles, not plastic pieces. It reached the spinning edge of the gun four minutes and nine seconds after Rick threw the bullets. Nineteen grams of plastic hit one of the gun’s projectiles and… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Near the Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    Sato breathed through a minute of the acceleration, waiting for the explosion that didn’t come. “Stand by the discontinuity drive,” he ordered Vestoon. 
 
    “Standing by.” 
 
    “It should have blown by now,” Rick said, not as bothered by the acceleration as his un-augmented friend. 
 
    The three-minute mark passed. Sato frowned. The supposedly crazy attack had seemed to have a high probability of success, though a low probability of their escaping alive. He had to admit he was disappointed. “Cease acceleration,” Sato said, and instantly the Gs fell off. “We’re going to have to go back and do it another way.” In his pinplants he was looking at the asteroid, relayed via Vestoon’s external camera. “We’d better land in a different—” He was interrupted when a burning light suddenly replaced the asteroid in the camera. 
 
    “Fu—” Sato started to scream but was cut off as the ship stretched into infinity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Seesius-class Light Frigate O’to, Near Science Guild Station, Morgoth System 
 
    Ske’ii Pleev received the order from Plek-e and acknowledged automatically. “Change course to match and intercept the fleeing ship.” 
 
    “An actual SI?” Pleev’s Ske’ii asked. 
 
    “That is what the Ske’sa asserts,” Pleev replied. “We are to disable but not destroy the SI’s escape ship so the Humans can capture it.” 
 
    “We are the Humans’ servants now?” 
 
    “We serve the Ske’sa,” Pleev reminded his officer. Which means helping the Humans for now. 
 
    The ship came about and burned its fusion torch, accelerating at high G in the way the larger warships couldn’t. They would intercept the target in only minutes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Approaching Orbit, Morgoth System 
 
    “Ske’sa, report from O’to, they are about to intercept the escaping SI as the Human requested.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Cheef said, nodding to himself. The operation had been far from ideal, with losses way beyond what had been considered a worst-case scenario. The tactical evaluation would be a bowl of rotten meat everyone had to share. He was watching the Tri-V feed from the Raknar fist landing when the asteroid gun installation exploded. 
 
    “What happened?” he demanded as all the sensors in that section went out. 
 
    “Massive explosion,” the technician explained. 
 
    “You think? What kind of explosion?” 
 
    “It defies analysis,” science jumped in. “The scale suggests another antimatter weapon, but the radiation doesn’t match. We had a spike of synchrotron emissions, and the logs indicate there were clear spikes of it before the explosion. There was also a hard gamma ray spike and a strange other profile; a quantum signature suggesting a hyperspace interface?” 
 
    Cheef cursed. Clearly the scientist didn’t know what he had just seen. The explosion of the asteroid registered an order of magnitude above the gigaton range, without any of the signatures of an explosive medium capable of such a range. Yes, this was confusing. Whatever the weapon was, it appeared the Humans who’d warned his fleet away had succeeded in destroying it as well as themselves. 
 
    “The quantum signature is disrupting our interdiction field!” the tactical officer called. 
 
    “What?” Cheef snapped. “Reinforce it!” 
 
    On the Tri-V tracking the SI’s craft, the indicator flashed bright white. It had just been targeted by O’to, which was preparing to take it under fire to disable its drive. The SI ship disappeared from normal space. It had escaped. 
 
    “The Humans will be mad,” Cheef muttered. Even worse, that meant Sly would be unhappy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Private Vessel Vestoon, Near the Mobius Gun Asteroid, Morgoth System 
 
    “—ck!” Sato finished saying as they were slammed back into reality again. “I’m really hating that damned thing.” 
 
    “The Mobius Gun exploded,” Vestoon explained. 
 
    “No shit?” They were in zero G, so Sato pushed away from the dent he’d made in the rear of the forward cargo hold. Rick helped him as Sato ran his armor’s checklist. Everything seemed to be just fine. He knew how to make tough stuff. 
 
    “No shit,” the ship’s SI replied. “Upon detonation, I immediately triggered the discontinuity drive as you previously ordered.” 
 
    “I said to stand by on the drive,” Sato said. 
 
    “If I had waited for your approval, we would no longer exist.” 
 
    “It’s got a point,” Rick said. 
 
    The bay door opened, and Daikichi flew in with two other Sky Knights. Both Æsir looked somewhat worse for wear with dozens of laser burns and impact marks on their armor. 
 
    “Are you well, Great Sato?” 
 
    “I’ll survive,” Sato said. 
 
    “And you, Leader Rick?” 
 
    “Good to go. How about you and the rest of the Knights?” 
 
    “We all sustained injuries,” Daikichi said. “Three are serious, two MIA.” 
 
    “MIA?” Rick asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They did not respond so we left them behind.” 
 
    “Why?” Sato asked, stunned. 
 
    “There was not time to recover them and meet you for the maneuver you requested.” 
 
    “You left them behind,” Sato said. 
 
    “Yes, Great Sato. We had no choice.” 
 
    “We could have delayed,” Sato said, looking at Rick who shook his head. “Damnit.” 
 
    “A few of our lives is a small price to pay,” Daikichi said. “The Chamber of Suffrage prepared us for the trials and tribulations to come. This is but a step toward redemption.” 
 
    Sato sighed and floated up to the bridge. He didn’t want to think about it for now. “Any of the injured need my attention?” he asked Vestoon. 
 
    “The autodoc is tending to any damage to their biological parts, not that there is much to attend to.” 
 
    “Status? Where are we?” 
 
    “As noted upon installation of this drive, its use is highly imprecise.” 
 
    “The jump earlier was dead on,” Sato complained. “Even with a Mobius round passing through us as we jumped.” 
 
    “That was an anomaly,” Vestoon replied. 
 
    “Fine, where are we?” 
 
    “We are 2.6 light hours from the planet Morgoth. The discontinuity drive overloaded. The ship’s power systems are damaged. The main hyperspace interface is damaged. My bots are offline. Manual repair is required. With remaining reaction mass, it will take 412 hours to return to the planet’s vicinity. We are out of the fight.” 
 
    Rick floated into the bridge and looked out at deep space. “Did we get the gun?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Raknar Fist, Morgoth, Morgoth System 
 
    The six Raknar hit the planet’s thermosphere and began to heat. They’d been coasting for several minutes already, their operators’ senses extended from Zha Akee, integrating the myriad inputs into a feeling of extended perception. The besieged station managed to launch a few missiles at the Raknar, which were swatted aside with contempt. The six joined crew exulted; below awaited the enemy they were born to fight. 
 
    Jim/Splunk was aware of the swarm of dropships in their wake. The small craft carrying the big, clunky CASPers would follow behind the Raknar so as to not interfere with the mechs’ drop. Shortly, the Raknar were far ahead of them with their much faster ballistic drop profile. 
 
    As one they flipped over, feet toward the planet as they reached the mesosphere. The simple alloy steel pods on their feet heated and melted, creating a plasma shockwave to deflect most of the energy of reentry away from the mechs. Just as most of it finished melting off, they fired their jumpjets in synchrony, the fusion fire scrubbing off delta-v and further shielding them from the heat. By the time they hit the dense air of the troposphere, they’d discarded the remnants of the foot shields and began falling like a skydiver, face down and arms spread, scanning. 
 
    “Got the Canavar facility,” Mia/Sandy, Revenge, said. In all their minds, the continually updating planetary map showed the location. Surprisingly, it was accurate to what they were provided during their planning. Around 10,000 square kilometers of alien jungle with extensive buildings and landing facilities waited on the southeast corner of the continent. The entire complex was ringed in triple-layer energized fencing and covered in a sort of geodesic dome. Little could be seen inside. 
 
    “The facility,” Jim/Splunk, now Doom, said. “We finish off that first, then kill all the Canavar.” The others all growled their agreement. They fired their fusion jumpjets as the ground approached. 
 
    Doom watched their jumpjets set fire to the forest around the research facility. Squads of Lumar and OpSha burst from the doors, pouring small arms fire at the towering Raknar. It was clear they were under the SI’s control; no sane mortal would rush a Raknar on foot. Doom altered his flightpath slightly, sweeping fusion fire over the edge of the research facility, incinerating everyone who’d come out. After that, only small arms fire came from the building. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    “Human CASPers, ETA?” Doom called. 
 
    “We are five minutes from drop,” Jim’s XO, Buddha commed back. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “We are fine. Proceed with your drop and capture the buildings.” A roar sounded from the massive enclosure near the buildings. “We will deal with the Adversary.” 
 
    “What adversary?” Buddha asked. 
 
    It took Jim/Splunk a moment to format their reply. “The Canavar. Doom out.” 
 
    As Seamus/Dante set down, the splash from their foot-mounted fusion torches blew out the front of a building, setting off a secondary explosion that leveled an entire row of structures. It also caused the failure of the perimeter power fencing which had been keeping the Canavar contained. 
 
    The first of the monsters sensed the failure of the containment system and tore through the fence, rising out of the compound to regard the arriving Raknar with its eyestalks. The part of Doom which was Jim tried to remember his two previous encounters with Canavar, now years in the past. Those had resembled centipedes with massive, serrated claws. This was more like a scorpion with extra legs and its head on a segmented stalk. It also had not one, but two tails tipped with four-meter-long gleaming spikes. 
 
    The Canavar on Chimsa had been animalistic, barely controlled, wild. This one calmly regarded the arriving Raknar fist. One at a time, it scanned them with its independent eyestalks. Jim found this very different reaction disconcerting. 
 
    Adversary! 
 
    Darrel/Peanut, as Wrath, raised its left arm and aimed its plasma cannon. The barrel glowed and lighting crackled as the laser fired, ionizing the air a split second before the plasma discharge. The Canavar moved. It dodged sideways on scampering legs far faster than something weighing hundreds of tons should have been capable of. The charging laser scored the Canavar, making a burning line as the creature dodged sideways. Wrath tried to follow and keep the plasma online but failed. The super-hot plasma burned several hundred meters of jungle without touching the Canavar. 
 
    “Move!” Doom called as the Canavar turned and shot forward with blinding speed. Everyone jumped backward, riding their rocket-powered jumpjets. All except Wrath, who was too surprised at his missed shot. The Canavar leapt forward and slammed into it. 
 
    A Raknar weighed in at more than 1,000 tons. The Canavar was probably only 250 tons; however, the impact velocity and ferocity of the attack caught Darrel/Peanut completely flat-footed, and the impact knocked them backward. Both scorpion tales lashed out, punching into the Raknar’s shoulder and left arm. 
 
    Immediately, Wrath’s crew compartments came open and its contingent of Konar soared out on their own jets. For the first time, the Canavar seemed confused; its tails were poised for another strike as its eyestalks tried tracking the ten darting armored figures, no bigger than flies to it. A Konar darted in, quick as a shot, and one of the Canavar’s eyestalks was burned off. The monster roared. It swung a claw at the Konar, its glistening black pincers the size of industrial sheers. 
 
    Jim/Splunk in Doom raced ahead in a low run, its feet thundering into the ground, tearing up dump truck loads of dirt and concrete. As he approached the Canavar, Doom ducked even lower, like a football player, shoulder first, and hit the Canavar just below the section with its arms. 
 
    The trees shook with the collision as Doom bore the monster to the ground, rolling as it went, and Doom came up in a spinning crouch. The Canavar didn’t hesitate, it coiled to strike at the new threat. Doom’s right arm swung out, hard, and the eight-meter-long carbon-steel blade snapped out, craaack! It locked in place, and Doom stabbed the Canavar through its underbelly, the blade punching out its back in a splash of ichor. 
 
    The Canavar screamed again and grabbed Doom with its pincers. Sparks flew as it tried to find a weak point. Despair came up behind it, locked out its own blade, and took the beast’s head off with a savage swing. The Canavar jerked convulsively, pumping greenish goo like a fountain. Doom stood and pinned the beast to the ground with a foot and withdrew its blade. 
 
    “Get in the game,” Seamus/Dante in Despair roared at Darrel/Peanut in Wrath. “This is not a simulation.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Wrath said, getting to its feet and checking its status. 
 
    “Condition?” Doom asked. 
 
    “Minor damage.” 
 
    “Recover your Konar.” The Dusman in the tiny armor darted back to the Raknar, clambering inside their protective cocoons and locking the doors again. 
 
    Almost in answer to the Canavar’s death screams, a flurry of calls came from the broken containment area, though nothing came out. 
 
    “They’re not charging,” Doom said. 
 
    “No,” Despair answered. “We didn’t think they acted like this.” 
 
    “Could Minerva be controlling them?” Shawn/Shadow in Fear asked. 
 
    “Jamming is in place,” Cindy/Ryft in Pain confirmed. “No enemy signals are reaching here.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Mia/Sandy in Revenge asked. 
 
    Kill them all! 
 
    Doom regarded the opening in the fence. The jungle inside was dense, with many small hills and crisscrossing streams. There were sure to be sinkholes and innumerable hiding places big enough for a Canavar. This was tactically dangerous, despite the voice screaming for them to attack. 
 
    “Osk’ka,” Doom called to its Konar leader, commander of all the Konar in the fist. “Send recon.” Jim/Splunk suppressed the outrage it felt at not going in. Bitter memory of simulations where they all died echoed in their heads. 
 
    Coward! 
 
    “It will be done,” the Konar commander said. Two Konar from each of the six Raknar emerged and flew into the containment area. Doom examined the overhead dome. It wouldn’t be difficult to break through it; maybe that was a better tactic. In Jim’s mind, he knew these Canavar weren’t acting like he’d expected them to. 
 
    Multiple sonic booms cracked overhead, and Human CASPers began dropping in, riding their jumpjets to land in squads until the entire two companies were down. Jim/Splunk watched for a moment as the CASPers formed up by squads. Within two minutes of the first one touching down, a squad was using MACs to punch holes in the research complex buildings, and they rushed in. 
 
    Sufficient, Doom thought. 
 
    The Konar returned a short time later, and their Osk’ka reported. “There are six to eight of them. We couldn’t get a good look because they kept trying to draw us in deeper.” 
 
    “Opinion, Despair?” Doom asked. Seamus/Dante was the most experienced team. 
 
    “Go in from above. Don’t play it the way they want us to.” 
 
    Death from above! 
 
    Doom checked their fuel. Maybe ten more minutes of flight. “Let’s do it.” As one, they all took flight and proceeded over the dome. They left behind the Humans to take the complex without giving it any thought, like a fist of Raknar would leave behind Konar to suppress low value targets. It was the way of things. 
 
    Doom examined the massive geodesic dome that was hundreds of meters tall and many kilometers wide. They didn’t want to bring it all down, so it picked a section below the peak, which would structurally survive penetration without compromising the entire structure, and they shared the target coordinates. As one, they all fired their lasers, cutting away a section 50 meters on a side. With a scream of tortured metal, it fell away, tumbling into the jungle. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Despair said, and they all fell toward the entrance. 
 
    Doom had just enough time to see something massive with leathery wings before it hit them like a runaway train. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 With the Golden Horde, Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    It had taken some time, some patching, and some quick training in CASPer operation, but, finally, all the people who’d been recovered were in CASPers, and Sansar was in a new one. It had mostly been wiped clean of blood on the inside; she tried to ignore the few remaining spots. 
 
    “Okay,” Mun said. “Everyone appears to be safe from exposure. What’s the plan now?” 
 
    “Now we try to go somewhere we can get radio comms with the task force; hopefully, before they decide to throw the station into the star or something equally horrific.” 
 
    “Would they do that, ma’am?” Naran asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sansar said. “It’s hard to guess what they’d do. We don’t have any info beyond what the SI told us, and he might have been lying. What I do know is that we’ve been out of contact for a long time, and they may assume we’re all dead. If so, there’s no telling. Destroy the station? They might and call it our burial in space.” 
 
    “I think we need to go make contact again, then,” Mun advised, always a woman of action. 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s go.” They passed through the door out of the secret section of the base, which they’d blown on their way in. 
 
    Immediately upon crossing the entryway, Sansar could hear voices on the radio again. Although the signal was a little weak, she caught Nigel swearing at a shuttle pilot for not being careful while he was extracting the station’s manufactory. Although he sounded angry, he didn’t seem tense or rushed, as if they were still in combat. Some of his curses were quite colorful and caused her to chuckle in spite of her situation. 
 
    “Asbaran Actual, Horde Actual,” she called when he stopped to take a breath. 
 
    “Sansar! It’s great to hear your voice. We thought we’d lost you.” 
 
    “No, there was something in the classified section of the facility that prevented communications.” 
 
    “Are you still in that section?” 
 
    “We just exited it, which is why we can communicate again. Can you send some shuttles to pick us up?” 
 
    “It’ll take a bit,” Nigel said. “They’re all working to extract the manufactory from the hub before it torques itself to pieces. There is also the fact that your piece of the station is flying off toward the asteroid belt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Pegasus had to hit the station with its main gun to keep it from blowing up, and a small section—the one you’re in—kind of got cut off. We thought you were killed when it happened.” 
 
    “No, but we have a lot of dead and wounded. Can I infer from the fact that you’re alive and it seems like we won that the SI is either dead or captured?” 
 
    “Sadly, no.” She heard him sigh over the open channel. “The SI got away, again. The Dusman almost had it, but then an asteroid blew up unexpectedly, and it did something to their containment field. The bottom line is it got away.” 
 
    “Blue Sky,” Sansar said. Although her heart sank at the news—so much death for it to get away—she had sort of expected that answer. 
 
    “Let me tie this up, and we’ll come get you,” Nigel said. “Then we can debrief what happened.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Raknar Fist, Morgoth, Morgoth System 
 
    The flying Canavar slammed into Doom’s legs, completely screwing up its flight profile, and sent them both tumbling toward the ground. Raknar were tough, but you can’t drop a thousand tons of mech from several hundred meters and expect a good outcome. 
 
    As Doom fell, it got a look at three more incoming flying Canavar. All resembled flying snakes with spikes running down their back and tails. They didn’t have arms or legs, but the wings had vicious-looking claws mid-wing, a little like terrestrial bats. Weapons fire from the other Raknar indicated they were intercepting these additional targets, so Doom concentrated on its own threat. 
 
    Still falling, Doom grabbed the Canavar by the neck and squeezed. It screeched and flayed at Doom’s arm with a wing claw, sending massive sprays of sparks and a notice of damage. The claw was made of a hardened fiber, sharp enough to cut the Raknar armor. Doom punched the Canavar with its other hand, and the creature released him. 
 
    Doom fired its thrusters, spinning in midair, then lit off its jumpjets at full power. Warned of the fall, the ten Konar ejected from their compartments, riding their own jumpjets to descend safely. The ground came up too fast, and Doom hit with a thunderous explosion of trees and rocks. Both legs were badly damaged, and, if it hadn’t been for the immersive interface gel, Splunk and Jim would likely have died. Even with it, both were stunned. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Fear called from above. 
 
    “Mostly,” Doom answered. It tried to move, but both legs were damaged and buried at least five meters into the muddy ground. “I’m stuck.” Nearby, a Canavar crashed to the ground, one wing severed. 
 
    “We’ll cover while you extract,” the Konar Osk’ii said as the ten armored Dusman commandos circled. “Try working backw—lookout!” 
 
    Doom looked up and saw the Canavar diving on him. From 50 meters above, it flicked its tail, sending a swarm of darts at Doom. It deployed its arm shield, which had been added to match the CASPer arm shield. Spikes punched into the shield but didn’t make it into the cockpit area. Others slammed into and through the Raknar’s armor in several places. 
 
    “Enough,” Doom roared, raising its left arm and discharging its plasma cannon at the plummeting Canavar. The star-hot plasma hit the beast in the face, making it shriek and dodge away. It hit the ground like a freight train, and its shattering bones sounded like cannon fire. Konar swept over it, dropping special radiation and explosive bomblets to ensure the abomination was dead. A hundred meters to one side, the last of the four flyers crashed to the ground. A moment later, the remainder of the fist landed with thunderous crashes, although much more gently than Doom had. 
 
    “Are you damaged?” Despair asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Doom answered. “Assist me in getting out of this hole I’ve made.” As the other five Raknar helped him dig out, it became evident Doom’s magnetic ankle joints were damaged. 
 
    “That will only get worse as you walk,” Pain said. 
 
    The jungle around them reverberated with cries of dozens of Canavar as they crashed ever closer through the jungle. 
 
    “We won’t be doing much walking,” Doom said. It drew its Ia’kaa and slammed the parts together, charging the edge of the staff weapon. The other five followed suit. The Canavar paused for a moment as their numbers continued to grow. Doom’s count passed twenty. They all looked like the first one, the scorpion hybrid. 
 
    We should run, the part which was Jim’s mind said. He felt Splunk agree. 
 
    NEVER! 
 
    Doom held its Ia’kaa out and pointed it at the closest Canavar. “Come meet your Doom,” its voice boomed. 
 
    The Canavar charged. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CIC, Dusman Flagship Plek-e, Approaching Orbit, Morgoth System 
 
    The battlecruiser rocked from the spread of missiles. Only minor damage was reported. A flurry of one-terawatt particle beams answered the missiles and the last of the incomplete battleships was torn apart. 
 
    “That’s all of them,” the tactical officer said. 
 
    Cheef examined the various Tri-Vs to be certain. The SI had sent them many surprises over the course of battle. However, ever since the quantum disruption allowed it to escape, its defense had proven lackluster. The battle had wound down and ended. There were even a few ships not fighting, just drifting on their last vector. The Humans got their revenge, although he didn’t yet know if they had their prisoners. The operation on the station didn’t seem quite complete. 
 
    “Did you see what the Egleesius SI did to the station?” his tactical commander asked over their privileged channel. 
 
    “I did. Impressive.” He was purposefully understating. The shot at half a light second was phenomenal. None of the tactical officers in their fleet could have come close, even with an hour on the computers to program the firing solution. But it didn’t matter; those days were done. “Update on the Raknar’s progress.” 
 
    “Checking.” 
 
    Cheef passed the time by going over his fleet’s condition: abysmal. The Human fleet only suffered minor losses, although the forces on the station had been mauled. The worst fight, next to his own, had been on the station. The SI had sent everything from bots to genetic mutants it was experimenting on. Reports indicated many clones of many races. The SI known as Minerva had been as treacherous as they had expected it to be. 
 
    “The Raknar have engaged Canavar,” the tactical officer said. “Three Canavar were destroyed at the research installation, and the Human Konars have landed.” 
 
    “They call them CASPers,” Cheef reminded the officer. 
 
    “Yes, Ske’sa, CASPers. The Humans are fighting inside the facility and facing similar resistance as at the space station; however, without the SI guiding them, the resistance is uncoordinated.” 
 
    “Very good, keep an eye on the situation.” An hour ago, his relief squadron had arrived with the Sleesius-class assault carrier Paf-as-e. It was moving to join the rest of the fleet, but it looked like they wouldn’t be necessary. With his tactical officer to keep an eye on the landing forces, he was able to concentrate on recovery operations for the damaged ships and crew. There were more than 100 escape pods all over the system. 
 
    “Flying Canavar?” 
 
    “What was that, tactical?” 
 
    The officer indicated a Tri-V which showed a hideous Canavar with massive leathery wings grappling a Raknar to the ground. 
 
    “Canavar don’t have wings,” someone in the CIC exclaimed as if they were reading from a book. 
 
    “They do now,” Cheef said. It was a worrisome development, or else their records were wrong. As fragmented as the surviving files were, anything was possible. 
 
    On the Tri-V, the Raknar barely recovered after freeing itself from the Canavar, crashing to the ground like a missile. CIC crewmembers exclaimed at the violence of the impact. Cheef didn’t say anything; the battle had been draining. The least his crew could do was enjoy watching the Raknar slaughter the Canavar. 
 
    The Raknar, which he knew was Doom, the one belonging to Vok’tor J’asa, downed the diving Canavar with an incredible shot. There were more cheers from the CIC as the Canavar crashed into the ground like a dart. The other Raknar landed and assisted Doom in getting unstuck from the hole it was in. Seconds later, things took a terrible turn. 
 
    “Where did all those Canavar come from?” Cheef demanded as movement in the surrounding area resolved itself into hordes of Canavar. 
 
    “They were not on any of the scans,” the sensors department said. “There may be a scrambling field or a subterranean pen?” 
 
    “Count is at least twenty-two Canavar,” tactical confirmed. 
 
    Cheef was a Ske’sa, not a Vok’sa. Ships were his thing and had been for most of his life. He’d fought many battles in 2nd Level Hyperspace, which was part of why he had struggled a little in normal space. What he didn’t fully understand was Raknar tactics. Nobody truly did. The Dusman hadn’t used Raknar in a thousand lifetimes. Even with incomplete records, he knew 5-1 odds were not favorable. 
 
    “Can you reach the Vok’tor?” 
 
    “Negative,” comms replied. “After they dropped into the enclosure, we lost most of our data feeds. The images we are seeing are being relayed from orbit.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of. Get me Vok’sa Bruxo on Paf-as-e, immediately.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Raknar Fist, Morgoth, Morgoth System 
 
    The battle was furious, like nothing they’d ever imagined, and far worse than the most insane simulation Dante had run them through on the transport. Doom and Wrath each killed a Canavar with their Ia’kaa, ramming the charged chisel points through the wildly attacking Canavars’ heads. The megawatts of discharge cooked the monsters’ brains, and their skulls exploded satisfactorily. 
 
    After that, the Raknar positioned themselves back-to-back, punching, firing plasma from their cannon, and stabbing with the spear-like Ia’kaa over and over again. The Canavar used their tail spears, jabbing at the Raknar every chance they got, reaching in with claws to try to trip up the mechs or drag them out. The Raknar crews knew if the Canavar pulled them away from their defensive perimeter, it would mean certain death. 
 
    All their Konar had disembarked and were providing harassing fire. A Canavar performed a crazy leap between Pain and Revenge. There was no way for them to turn on the Canavar, now in their midst and behind them. It was up to the Konar. All 60 of them fell on the Canavar like a swarm of killer wasps. The Canavar flailed and screamed, trying to get at the tiny biting insects as the Konar tore into it with heavy lasers and explosive charges. 
 
    The Konar were not really a match for the towering Canavar; it was only with numbers that they could prevail. They knew if they didn’t stop the beast, one of the Raknar would fall and all would be lost. The Canavar fell as a well-placed explosive charge exploded at the base of its skull. The cost was twelve dead Konar and another eight disabled, a full third of their numbers. 
 
    Two Canavar attacked at the same time, reaching for Fear, who was next to Doom. Fear shot one of them point-blank and followed up with a stab of its Ia’kaa into the monster’s softer underbelly armor. It fell away, taking the weapon with it, and the second one slammed into Fear, driving it to its knees under the force of the attack and nearly knocking it over backward. 
 
    Doom reached out, ripped the Ia’kaa from the dying Canavar, and activated the weapon. With one in each hand, Doom struck the Canavar clawing at Fear’s torso. One of the Ia’kaa shattered a claw and the other penetrated the torso, throwing it off. For a moment, the attack stopped. 
 
    The Canavar drew back, just far enough so the Raknar would waste ammunition if they kept up the fight, but close enough that they could attack in seconds. 
 
    Doom examined the fist and found they were all damaged. Fear was the worst, with severe torso damage. Shawn/Shadow’s cockpit was damaged, and a pair of Konar boarded to effect repairs. Other damage included broken weapons, fluid leaks, and inoperative jump motors. The last was the worst—even if they wanted to jump out, only four of them still had their motors and the fuel to do so. They’d only killed or disabled seven of the Canavar; there were fifteen remaining. 
 
    Kill them all! 
 
    “We finish this,” Despair said. 
 
    “Here they come,” Doom warned as the Canavar attacked in a group this time. Doom handed Fear back its Ia’kaa and prepared. They were going to need everything. The Raknar shifted formation and opened fire with all their remaining ranged weapons. Two of the Canavar went down before the rest hit their line. 
 
    Again, Fear was the main target. Perhaps the Canavar sensed Fear’s weakness; there was no way to be sure. Three of the monsters tore at the Raknar and successfully knocked it over this time. Doom turned to help and was kneecapped to the ground. In seconds, it became a ground game with the Konar struggling to help. 
 
    We die in battle! 
 
    Doom’s scanners warned of inbound aerial threats, but there was nothing it could do with a pair of Canavar tearing at its chest. Then one of the Canavars atop it was cut cleanly in two by an Ia’kuu, which none of them had! Doom looked around and saw an entire star of Raknar dropping around them, tearing, shooting, and slaughtering the Canavar. With fourteen new Raknar, the surviving Canavar were no match. 
 
    Less than five minutes later, a fist of the newly arrived Raknar were pursuing the surviving four Canavar, their dismounted Konar scouting ahead of them. 
 
    Jim managed to get all six of his fist into stable-enough positions to put them in standby and allow the drivers to leave Zha Akee. Jim shuddered as the sensations withdrew along with the interface gel. He usually felt a letdown, like waking up with a hangover. This time he just felt exhausted. Splunk patted him on the shoulder, and Jim smiled back at her. 
 
    “Let’s see who our saviors are,” he said as he unhooked the safety harness and climbed to the hatch. Each Raknar had three ways to exit, a hatch atop each shoulder and a hatch in the lower chest, which was where drivers usually boarded. He grabbed the laser carbine racked by the pilot cocoon. Splunk took her weapons as well. They climbed to the left shoulder as the right shoulder and chest exits were damaged. 
 
    Outside, the air was fresh, yet tinged with ozone and the stench of burned bug. A bare 20 meters away, a Canavar slowly twitched. A pair of Konar were placing a charge at the base of its skull to finish it off. Two of the newly arrived Raknar approached, their paint looking fresh, with a stylized tiger or some sort of cat on their huge torsos. None of these were like the ones Jim had; were they a variant? When the pair stopped and went into standby, Jim half expected Lumar to climb out. Instead, there were Humans in both of them, and both were women. He gawked when he recognized the woman on the left. 
 
    “Colonel Cartwright,” she called and waved. “Glad to be of assistance!” 
 
    “Colonel Jennings?” Jim asked, incredulous. She smiled broadly. 
 
    A Dusman climbed out from behind the former commander of the Hellcats, a merc unit that had stayed on to defend the Human colony of Talus at the end of the Omega War. The Dusman wore the same uniform as Splunk but in a pale tan. The black-eared female Dusman casually jumped onto Jennings’ shoulder. 
 
    “You have me at a loss,” Jim called. 
 
    “I am Vok’sa F’ada,” the Dusman replied. “Leanne calls me Glimmer. I command the Raknar star out of Talus.” 
 
    Jim looked at Splunk who gave a sheepish shrug. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Science Guild Canavar Facility, Morgoth, Morgoth System 
 
    Jim Cartwright saw Buddha climbing out of his Mk 7 CASPer and walked over from Doom and the squad of Dusman technicians going over it. The mech was a hot mess, with damage in a dozen places, some of it much worse than he’d realized while in Zha Akee. Splunk was talking with Glimmer, the leader of the new star of Raknar who’d come to reinforce them. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me they were coming?” he’d asked Splunk earlier. 
 
    “We began expanding Raknar bases shortly after we dropped off the ones on Earth,” Splunk had explained. “The last time I left, I went to Talus to check on progress. I didn’t think they would be operational in time. Apparently, leadership decided they were needed here. They said there would be a surprise…this is it.” 
 
    Jim’s next question would have been, “Why didn’t I know they were being trained,” only he knew not to ask it. The Dusman were not forthcoming because humanity wasn’t a servitor race. In hindsight, he should have realized something like this was up. They’d shown up with hundreds of Raknar, maybe a thousand. Only one Nova, 140 plus some extras, had been dropped on Earth. Obviously, more were on other colonies, and Talus was one of them. 
 
    He made a note to ask Splunk how many other colonies were recruiting grounds for Raknar drivers. All of them? 
 
    “You okay, sir?” Buddha asked in his smooth Polynesian-accented English. 
 
    “All good. How about the Cavaliers?” 
 
    “Six casualties, two KIA. We didn’t have it nearly as bad as the station. By the time we hit the ground, there was no coordinated defense. Plus, we found some uncontrolled civilians, hired researchers.” 
 
    “All Canavar research?” Jim asked. Buddha nodded. “Damn it, we’ve gone from where the Canavar were extinct to them being like flies on trash. What the ever-loving fuck?” 
 
    “You think this is where they’re all from? Like the ones you fought on Chimsa and Talus?” 
 
    “The ones on Talus were at Peepo’s disposal,” Jim explained “We can do genetic tests and see if they’re related to these, but I have my doubts. The Chimsa Canavar had belonged to some Besquith, and they were running a corporate trading scheme. Supposedly, it wasn’t under any of the guilds.” 
 
    Jim looked around at the carnage, including the six scorched craters where his Raknar had landed a few hundred meters away. He used his pinplants to access the radiation meter on his uniform. They’d soaked up a few rads, but not bad. He’d tried to be a little more discreet with the Raknar’s fusion-powered jumpjets this time. They’d dropped their reentry baffles well before hitting the area. Those hunks of metal would be hot enough with radiation to cook eggs. 
 
    “I don’t think the Canavar ever went away,” Buddha said. “The Science Guild just kept them, like America with the V2 rockets after WWII. Kept them stashed away and studied them.” 
 
    “Maybe even improved them,” Jim said, remembering the flying Canavar. He had to concentrate to remember exactly how they looked; like always after Zha Akee, his memory was foggy. He could recall perfectly, but only with conscious effort. 
 
    “What do we do with the civilians?” 
 
    “Detain them and bring them to space for interrogation.” 
 
    “They say they were told by the Science Guild that this was all legal.” 
 
    “Ignorance of the law is no excuse,” Jim said, half to himself. “We’ll let the Peacemaker decide where this goes.” While the Sumatozou had lent at least an aura of legitimacy to the operation, he was curious how far this would carry over. They’d just flattened a Science Guild installation and killed thousands of their operatives, not to mention untold bystanders who were compromised by Minerva. Entropy, what a shit show. 
 
    Part of Jim wanted to put all this together into a big file and send it to the GalNet to see what the galaxy thought of the Science Guild. But did humanity need to be front and center in yet another high-profile scandal? The guilds were the glue that held the Galactic Union together. It was bad enough they were practically at open war with each other, with at least one of them being run by an AI, or an SI, and probably more. The fact the SI here had been making weaponized clones of unwilling hosts and growing Canavar made it worse. He didn’t know what the gun he’d heard about on the radio was, but it sounded like an antimatter torpedo launcher or something. 
 
    “The rest of the facility?” Buddha asked. 
 
    “Tri-V photo everything,” Jim ordered. “Take any data chips, slates, or mainframe computers. I want it all sealed in a container and wired in a faraday cage. Nobody opens it, and I mean nobody. Have it taken up to a Hussars ship under guard.” Not even Section 51 looks at it. Especially not them. 
 
    “After that?” 
 
    “We nuke it,” Splunk said, coming up behind them. Jim glanced back at her. “I have Konar checking the caverns they found. There are thousands of eggs down there. Ske’sa Cheef is sending down nuclear demolitions charges. We’re going to blow the caverns, then pattern bomb the entire region.” 
 
    “Nuke it from orbit; it’s the only way to be sure.” 
 
    “Yes,” Splunk said with a nod, not getting Jim’s pop culture reference. 
 
    “What about the Peacemakers?” Jim wondered. “Won’t they be upset you’re using weapons like that?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Splunk said. “We don’t care.” 
 
    Jim grunted and grinned. He’d had a lot of respect for the Peacemakers at one point. Not so much now. He wondered how the shine had come off so quickly. Maybe it was that they abandoned the Aku after rescuing them.  
 
    “Sooner or later,” Jim said, “you are going to have problems with the bigger merc races. The Veetanho at the very least.” 
 
    “We know. We are making plans.” 
 
    I hope Nigel is read in on those plans at some point or he’s liable to get caught on Capital with his pants down. “You know this—” he swept a hand at their surroundings, “—can’t be the only place they’re growing Canavar,” he said to her. 
 
    “I know; we know. Cheef is going to get scout ships looking. We need to find the rest.” 
 
    “How fast can Canavar like this breed?” Buddha asked her. 
 
    “From egg to adult in two years, if they have an adequate food supply.” 
 
    A Konar flew up and landed next to her, holding out a case. She took it and the armored Dusman flew away. Splunk opened the case and revealed an egg inside. It was about 40 centimeters across and more spherical than most terrestrial eggs, more like a fish egg. Its exterior was a matte gray color with a slightly dimpled exterior. 
 
    “These can be dropped from space,” she said, examining it. Splunk set the case on the ground and drew her laser pistol. Taking careful aim, she shot the egg three times. The shell was barely marred. 
 
    “My god,” Buddha said. 
 
    “They don’t all survive reentry,” Splunk said. “But they don’t all have to if you drop hundreds.” 
 
    Jim remembered something about the dimpled exterior. Golf balls were dimpled to aid in flight. The fucking things can be seeded on planets from orbit! 
 
    Splunk snapped the case closed and tucked it under her arm. She caught Jim’s look. “The scientists are taking a handful. They want to see how they are different from the ones 20,000 years ago. Then they’ll all be destroyed.” She looked at the case. “Every single one.” 
 
    As she left with the case to arrange its delivery to orbit, he had to wonder. Sure, the Dusman had a history with Canavar, but the Dusman were well known technology junkies. Would there be some temptation involved in such a treasure? 
 
    In the end, what could he do? I have no choice but trust them, but I feel a little like Ripley on LV-426 when Bishop took the alien specimens. 
 
    Buddha went to instruct the Cavaliers on the destruction of the research facility, and Jim was left alone with his thoughts. The battle was won, but what was next? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Ready Room, EMS Pegasus, Near the Former Science Guild Facility, Morgoth System 
 
    “The SI knew we were coming,” Jim said as Sansar walked through the door on crutches. She was the last to arrive, and she shut it behind her. All four of the Horsemen were now present, along with Splunk, Sly, and Cheef. Adrianne floated off to one side. She looked about curiously, and her ever-present bodyguard, a hulking black man who looked bored without someone to kill, stood behind her. The two Sumatozou, Keromnal and Fragontic, took up the entire back of the room. They’d arrived early to make sure they’d have space, and part of the table had been removed to accommodate them. Fragontic looked a lot worse for his time aboard the station, but his efforts had guaranteed them a spot in the room. “This was nothing more than an attempt to kill us in a convenient package,” Jim added. 
 
    “But a lot of questions remain about that,” Sansar said. She sported a sling and a lot of padding on her arm, and her leg was in a cast. She’d survived the journey back from the station, partially due to some “new and improved” nanobots Adrianne had used when Sansar had passed out due to blood loss. “Like why it didn’t use that asteroid gun to kill us outright when we arrived. According to Cheef, it had more than enough power.” 
 
    Cheef nodded. “It destroyed fourteen of my ships, though it could have wiped out my entire fleet initially. My tactical team’s analysis suggested the SI delayed too long. We do not know why.” 
 
    “They underestimated us,” Alexis suggested. 
 
    “Maybe this Minerva was toying with us and was overconfident,” Nigel said. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Alexis. In the aftermath of the touch-and-go assault, Jim suspected he wasn’t happy she’d been there. Seeing how they worked things out as a married couple would likely provide hours of amusement. 
 
    “I might offer another theory,” a voice said over the room’s speakers. Nearly everyone jumped at the neutrally modulated voice, except Alexis and Adrianne. 
 
    “That’s your SI, isn’t it?” Adrianne asked. 
 
    All four of the Sumatozous’ trunks hit the table, almost simultaneously, as their eyes went back and forth from Adrianne to Alexis, obviously looking for confirmation. 
 
    “The name I go by is Ghost.” 
 
    “You should feel special,” Alexis said with a wry smile as she glanced at Keromnal, who was clearly uncomfortable with the revelation. “Ghost has been a secret in the Winged Hussars for a century. This is the first time he has ever spoken to a group like this. He only spoke to me directly after…” She paused for a moment. “Let’s say after a traumatic moment in my life.” She glanced upward toward the speaker, a common habit most Humans shared. “What’s your theory?” 
 
    “Based on accounts I’ve heard, both from Sato and from those on the station who Minerva spoke to, I believe humanity is now perceived as a serious threat.” 
 
    “Good; it’s afraid of us,” Nigel said with a sneer. 
 
    “No, this is not a good thing, Colonel Shirazi.” 
 
    “Why not? We almost killed it.” He shrugged. “We’ll get it next time. It’s on the run and doesn’t have all of its toys and minions anymore, or that asteroid gun thing.” 
 
    “Yes, we almost killed—but didn’t—an eons-old vast intelligence with nearly unlimited power, which will stop at nothing to even the score.” 
 
    “I get it,” Sansar said with a nod. “It’s now a cornered lion.” 
 
    “More like a cornered Canavar,” Jim suggested. 
 
    “Whatever analogy works best,” Ghost said. “It lured us here in an attempt to decapitate humanity’s best forces and leadership. Minerva’s tactics suggests several conclusions. One, it was not expecting a multi-pronged assault. Second, it was not expecting the Dusman to arrive in force. Three, as a result of these two factors, its response was not decisive until near the end, when it attempted to bring the near-C weapon online.” 
 
    “So even an SI can make mistakes,” Nigel said, nodding. “Good.” 
 
    “Yes. It is a being like you are, just possessing infinitely more processing power. This doesn’t mean it cannot convince itself of an incorrect truth. In a way, its age exacerbates these sorts of mistakes. It has convinced itself it knows the greater truths. However, just because it made a mistake does not mean it will keep making them, and it will never make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    “Overestimation, miscalculation, revenge; this thing sounds more Human than AI,” Sansar said. 
 
    “They are synthetic intelligences,” Splunk reminded them all. “They didn’t form in the natural process of any nature; they were made.” 
 
    “By who or what?” Jim asked. 
 
    “We don’t know,” she admitted. 
 
    Everyone was silent. Jim finally raised a finger to talk, but Alexis beat him to it. “Let’s not get off into the weeds on this. We’re here to break down what happened and do a group debrief. We talked a bit about the fleet action against the asteroid weapon. Do we know how it was destroyed? It was a quite spectacular explosion.” 
 
    “Rick commed me on Orion shortly beforehand,” Jim said. “He said they were taking their ship to deal with it.” 
 
    “They also communicated with us,” Cheef agreed. “They warned us to alter our course to clear the asteroid gun’s kill box.” 
 
    “Do we know if they survived?” Alexis asked the Dusman. 
 
    “There is no confirmation,” Cheef said. “However, we’ve been investigating the loss of the SI.” 
 
    “I’d like to know more about that,” Nigel said with a snarl. “You promised it wouldn’t get away.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have if our interdiction fields hadn’t been disrupted by a quantum signature at exactly the same time the asteroid gun exploded.” 
 
    “Do you have the sensor data?” Ghost asked. 
 
    Cheef looked pained but nodded and held a data chip out for Alexis. She touched it to her pinplants and must have sent it to Ghost. 
 
    A moment later, Ghost said, “The signature is unusual.” 
 
    “Highly,” Cheef agreed. “My scientists cannot make sense of it.” 
 
    “It appears to have been the result of a quantum discontinuity field,” Ghost said. 
 
    “What would that be for?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Possibly a star drive,” Splunk spoke up. All eyes turned to her. “It is theoretical. There was something about it on the GalNet. An independent race made some bold claims about developing the technology for one, but it was never proven. The people who made the claim all perished in an unfortunate accident, along with all their experimental data.” 
 
    “Could Sato have found this technology before the accident destroyed it and then perfected it?” Alexis asked Ghost. 
 
    “It would explain a lot,” Ghost said. “I just went over the sensor logs, and there is an identical signature several hours earlier. It might have gone unnoticed by the Dusman because they were not using their interdiction devices at the time. Those are impressive, by the way. A unique adaptation of the hyperspace shunts.” 
 
    Cheef gave a curt nod. 
 
    “I will be able to reproduce them now.” 
 
    The Dusman admiral’s eyes bugged out, and Alexis gave a snort of laughter. 
 
    “That is not ethical,” Cheef complained. 
 
    “Ask me if I care,” Alexis replied. 
 
    “Let’s not get into an argument over this,” Jim admonished, holding up a hand. “We still have a lot of ground to cover. Let’s consider that Sato was the probable solution to the issue of the gun’s destruction.” 
 
    “That doesn’t clear up the issue of the gun technology,” Nigel said. “Are we going to run into more of those?” 
 
    “Without seeing the internal workings of it, it’s hard to tell,” Cheef said. 
 
    Jim noticed Alexis looking off into space, nodding as a small smile crossed her face. He guessed she was having a conversation with Ghost and had just found out the SI knew what the gun was, how it could be made, and the fact that Ghost could build one of those as well. Jim made a mental note to talk to her; he would be interested in acquiring one for the Federation. 
 
    “Moving on,” Jim said, “one of the biggest concerns was the ease with which the SI was able to take over people’s pinplants. We had numerous issues, as well as the subversion of our combat data feeds. Going forward, we’ll have to find new ways to secure our systems, but I understand from Ghost this will be extremely difficult.” 
 
    There were nods all around, except for the Dusman. It was at that moment Jim realized he’d never seen a Dusman with a pinplant! The devices were ubiquitous among most races of the galaxy. Both the Winged Hussars and Golden Horde required all their members to be planted. He burned to ask Splunk if their lack of pinplants was directly related to an SI’s ability to take over a being who was using them. 
 
    “Do we have a clue why the SI was playing with genetic mutations and clones?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just curious,” Jim said. 
 
    “Pretty sick little science project,” Nigel said. 
 
    “It’s not Human,” Adrianne reminded them. “Despite it being an intelligence, like you and me, it was not raised with any sort of morality, a code of conduct, anything. It either created or took over the Science Guild because it was the best place to control technology, innovation, and to think about stuff.” 
 
    “Mutate intelligent beings and grow new Canavar,” Nigel snarled. “If we’d just caught the accursed thing, it would be dead now.” 
 
    “If only.” Adrianne chuckled, and Sansar glanced at her. I wonder what’s going on there, Jim thought. They seem to be getting along well now. 
 
    “Concerning these Type 5 SI,” Jim said, “there is at least one bright point.” Everyone watched to see what he would say. “They’re not immortal.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “If they were, why did Minerva run?” Jim countered. Nigel nodded slowly. Considering the strange glowing material Fhiss was investigating from the Jupiter station, it suggested the SIs were linked to a device, a portable mainframe or something. If they had physical form, they could be killed. But he didn’t share what Chiss and Fhiss had discovered. There was already more than enough going on in this meeting without adding the Aku discoveries. 
 
    “Speaking of killing an SI,” Keromnal said into the silence that followed. He looked at Alexis. “What are your intentions with this Ghost of yours?” 
 
    Alexis bristled. “Ghost is a valued member of the Winged Hussars. I do not intend to ‘do’ anything with Ghost, except allow him to continue to help us in the prosecution of this war and any future ones.” Her eyes narrowed. “Considering that Ghost controls everything aboard this ship, including the environmental systems, I would think carefully about how you phrase your next comment.” 
 
    The Peacemaker sat silently for a few seconds, tapping his trunks on the table in a pattern known only to him. “I think,” he said slowly, “that galactic law proscribes the existence of AIs. As what we have here is an SI, I do not think anything necessarily has to be ‘done’ to it. At the very least, I will have to seek clarification on how to proceed from my superiors. If anything, this operation has given me time to ponder the leadership of the guilds in general, and the potential leadership of the Peacemaker Guild in specific.” 
 
    Keromnal chuckled. “If the leadership of my guild is, as I guess, an SI as well, I doubt I would receive instructions to disable your Ghost. There is also something to be said for how hard it might be to destroy an intelligent entity with internal shunts and a 40-terawatt main gun. If a fleet could bring Pegasus to battle, the results would not be worth the cost.” Keromnal tossed his trunks in a shrug. “If, as you say, Ghost is a member of the Winged Hussars and not a rogue entity, I am not opposed to allowing him to continue in that position. I have a feeling his services will be greatly needed in the battles to come.” 
 
    “What do you say, Ghost?” Alexis asked. “Are you a member of the Winged Hussars or just a temporary ally of ours?” 
 
    Jim blinked. Her tone of voice was…interesting. It didn’t appear to be a simple question. There were nuances he and the rest of the people in the room weren’t privy to. It was as if they’d had this discussion before, and it hadn’t been resolved to Alexis’ satisfaction. 
 
    “I have been a member of the Winged Hussars since I was found by them,” Ghost replied. 
 
    Keromnal nodded. “In that case, I don’t see any reason to pursue this any further. In fact, I don’t see a reason to mention it in my report, either. As long as the Winged Hussars don’t want to advertise Ghost’s existence, and they don’t take any space assault contracts against the Sumatozou?” 
 
    Alexis smiled, and Fragontic nodded. “I think that can be arranged,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Then that issue is resolved.” 
 
    “So,” Jim said. “Next issue. What do we do with all the recovered clones of our people, and other Humans?” 
 
    “We’ll take them,” Sansar volunteered. “They’ll be transported in a medically induced coma until we can decipher what’s been done to them. If any are the original people, and we can be certain there is no programming we aren’t aware of, they will be awakened and set free.” 
 
    “We will help with that,” Adrianne said. “Section 51 has a procedure for an induced hibernation which works on Humans. We’ll freeze them all and you can thaw them out as needed.” 
 
    “Nice trick,” Jim said. 
 
    “Not our only trick,” she replied with a sly grin. 
 
    Jim didn’t know if she meant her pretending to be his girlfriend, or the super-nanites she’d given him to help him escape. Fuck, she could mean anything. Sooner or later, either as a Horseman or as the Minister of War, he was going to need to come to terms with her. He’d need to talk with Sansar after this to find out what her new relationship with the woman was. 
 
    “Good for you?” he asked Sansar, who smiled at Adrianne. Shit. It looks like Sansar and Adrianne are almost besties now. He wasn’t sure if he liked this development, although he couldn’t specify exactly why that was. He shrugged internally, deciding to think about it more later. “Moving on to the Canavars. The Konar and drones have completed their search of the underground caverns. Only sub-adults were found, and all have been neutralized with toxins.” 
 
    “Why not use these toxins on the adults?” Alexis asked. 
 
    “The adults are immune,” Splunk explained. “Young Canavar are more like terrestrial wasps, they feed off enzymes produced by adults. They can live off foods found by themselves, but if adults exist, their development is an order of magnitude faster.” 
 
    “The Dusman have set forth a plan to destroy the rest of the breeding structures with nuclear demolitions,” Jim explained. “The Peacemaker has agreed to the plan.” 
 
    “It is a dirty solution,” Keromnal said, “but it is the only one certain to either kill any that might have been missed, or at least bury them too deeply for them to get out. The Dusman’s solution for the Canavar on the planet, and towing the station to where it can be captured by the star will close the book on the Canavar issue I have been pursuing.” One of his trunks scratched behind one ear. “I have to say, though, the Peacemaker Guild will not officially agree with the use—or even the existence—of operational Raknar.” 
 
    “We’ve already said we officially don’t care what you think,” Sly snapped. 
 
    The Peacemaker’s immense chest filled. “You are not in charge here.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Cheef said quietly. 
 
    The Peacemaker gave a little gasp. “Is that your game? You think you can show up after 20,000 years and what? Just take over again?” 
 
    Sly cocked his head. “Do you think you could stop us?” Sly asked. 
 
    The Peacemaker slammed his trunks on the table, but Jim interrupted before he could say something that couldn’t be called back. “This is not the place or time for this. Maybe later, but not now!” Everyone cast suspicious glares at each other, and Jim sighed. This was as bad—and potentially worse—than diplomacy with his own government back on Earth. He couldn’t afford for it to end up in a pissing contest between a nearly 3,000-kilogram elephant and a 10-kilogram Dusman. 
 
    How long can we keep the peace? 
 
    “We are going to seed the atmosphere with drones,” Cheef said, breaking the silence. “They are designed to detect any signs of further Canavar activity. They will be constantly monitored. Should any sign of Canavar be detected, or if anyone attempts to land, the drones will either deal with the threat or notify us via an automated hyperspace-equipped beacon ship.” He looked at Keromnal. “Is this acceptable to you, Sumatozou?” 
 
    “I have no objection,” Keromnal agreed stiffly. 
 
    He probably realized how outmanned he is, Jim realized, and that any further discussion is only going to take him somewhere he doesn’t want to go. Smart. 
 
    “Under the condition the Peacemakers are notified of any developments,” Keromnal added. 
 
    Cheef gave an almost imperceptible nod. Jim considered it progress. 
 
    “We have taken a number of eggs and will be studying the Canavar for comparison with our records. There appears to have been improvements made in their genetic structure, and this is an alarming development.” Everyone nodded. None could disagree with Cheef’s sentiment concerning the terror weapon. “We will make the results of our study available to the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “I guess all that’s left is the butcher’s bill,” Jim said. “Two Cavaliers died in the initial assault on the Canavar facility, another succumbed to his injuries. Six more were wounded. No Raknar casualties, but we got banged around a little. The arrival of the star from Talus saved our bacon.” 
 
    Keromnal stared at the Dusman but didn’t comment further. 
 
    “We lost the cruiser Howler and the transport Orion,” Alexis noted. “Casualties on Howler were high because it exploded. We recovered more than half of Orion’s crew, although the Raknar support team took it bad. We got a few who survived the explosion in spacesuits and activated beacons. We also had a handful of further casualties on ships resulting from high-G maneuvers or lucky shots. All in all, not bad.” 
 
    “I started out with a full company,” Sansar said. “Forty-five people. Between the shuttle collisions orchestrated by Minerva and combat onboard the station, I am returning with six. Six. That doesn’t take into account the four shuttles and the two Avenger bombers we lost. With the exception of three Avenger crewmen, the crews from all those craft were killed in action, too.” She sighed. “We were successful in recovering the personnel Minerva had captured, and ending a number of their clones, but the costs of doing so were…pyrrhic.” 
 
    “We lost a couple of CASPers and had a number of others damaged.” Nigel seemed embarrassed his losses were so light compared with Sansar’s. “We also lost a few Lumar fighting the opSha. Total personnel losses were five killed and eight injured.” 
 
    Nigel looked to Fragontic and nodded. The Sumatozou sighed. “As often happens when I listen to my friend Keromnal—” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” the Peacemaker exclaimed. 
 
    Fragontic patted him with a trunk. “I am kidding, my friend. Still, our herd was culled significantly in fighting the robots and personnel onboard the station. I started with forty-two; I return with eleven, two of whom will need long-term psychological counseling from having to kill the civilian children who attacked us.” He looked at Sansar. “I just pulled the term from your Net; I think your use of ‘pyrrhic’ is warranted. We may have won the battle, but the Fearless will be a long time reconstituting before we are able to return to the plains of battle.” 
 
    Sansar nodded in commiseration. 
 
    Everyone looked at Cheef. It was interesting to see a high-ranking Dusman look so uncomfortable. “My initial fleet was seventy-two vessels. We suffered twenty-nine loses, including four battlecruisers. The enemy’s tactics were both unpredictable and…more effective than we anticipated.” 
 
    Jim saw more than a few sly grins and frowned. They shouldn’t be taking pleasure in the Dusman’s losses. 
 
    “Our ships are designed for crew survivability. Recovery operations are still underway, but we still lost hundreds of crew.” Among the Horsemen, Alexis looked the most sympathetic. Of course, being fellow space navy commanders, it only made sense. “The relief squadron suffered no losses.” 
 
    Splunk spoke up. “We lost twenty-nine Konar between the initial fight and the search-and-destroy operation against the subterranean Canavar.” 
 
    “We cannot easily assess enemy losses,” Jim said. “On its surface, it looks like we lost a lot of personnel, while they didn’t lose so many.” 
 
    “We did succeed in killing a large number of Science Guild operatives in the battle,” Nigel said. “We encountered some who obviously fought on their own without being taken over.” He nodded to Fragontic. 
 
    “Just so,” the Sumatozou agreed. “The hordes of civilians were obviously driven by the SI, but the opSha appeared to be acting independently, and they were…quite effective. I do not know how quickly the SI can train new ones, but I suspect that the loss of that many will handicap it, at least for a time.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jim said. “There is also an entire system full of ships, resources, and personnel which we took off the table. We had to have hurt Minerva badly. Plus, we now know some of its tactics and are more prepared to deal with them and any other SIs we come across. At the very least, we’re not fighting blindfolded with our hands and feet tied behind our back.” 
 
    “It is unlikely Minerva will come straight for you,” Ghost said. “Based on everything I have seen, and what little I know about Type 5 synthetic intelligences, they are not fond of direct action. Minerva, and likely other SIs, have been active for thousands of years, but they have done so from the shadows, using proxies to keep their existence safe. 
 
    “Maybe, as was mentioned, that is because they are cautious and afraid of being killed. It is safe to say, though, that if Minerva did not see you as a threat before, it will now, and will actively work to seek the end of your society to remove that threat to its existence. Although it will work to understand the threat you pose before it acts, it will seek revenge against you. The only questions are what form that revenge will take, and how soon.” 
 
    Everyone was silent as they considered Ghost’s words. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Sumatozou and Adrianne departed, leaving only the four Horsemen and the Dusman who had briefly discussed the logistics of observing the Morgoth system. Jim kept glancing at Sly, who looked several times like he wanted to say something, but then a brief knock on the ready room door came. 
 
    “Yes?” Alexis asked. 
 
    The door cracked open and her XO, Lieutenant Commander Kev Sharp, stuck his head in. “I’m sorry, Captain, but—” He was cut off as a Dusman slipped past him. She was gray and black with strange sparkles in her ears. “I tried to say you were in a meeting.” 
 
    “You may leave,” the Dusman said. Jim recognized her, Seldia, Splunk’s sister and one of the Dusman far talkers, or K’apo. They could apparently communicate over interstellar distances instantaneously, though he had no idea how that worked. 
 
    “It’s okay, Kev,” Alexis said. The officer nodded and closed the door. 
 
    Sly looked at the newly arrived Dusman with a resigned sigh, his ears drooping even in zero gravity. 
 
    “You have decided, Kroof,” she said to Sly, taking no notice of the Humans or other Dusman. “I just dreamed it.” Sansar blinked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sly said. “I am ready to discharge my duty as Kroof.” 
 
    Jim had never completely understood how the Kroof, or arbiter, worked. He knew if there was some big decision for the Dusman society but no clear consensus, the Kroof stepped in to arbitrate the situation. It was a way they avoided conflict. 
 
    “What is this decision about?” Sansar asked. “I thought you’d decided if we aren’t your servitors, you don’t care?” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy,” Sly said, glancing at Seldia, who was staring at the little pieces of string tied to an air circulation vent to show the wind motion. He sighed again. “The reason we are here is because of a dream.” He looked at Splunk who watched him intently. “As you know, we are almost always born in pairs. The vast majority of the time, the two are just like your race, two separate fertilized eggs. 
 
    “Single births are given a great deal of importance in our society. I, Sla’etou, was a single birth, for example. The position of Kroof was my destiny, should it be required. Others become crèche teachers, spies, and sometimes inventors. When the single egg splits in a monozygotic pregnancy, though, these share a special connection and become our K’apo. Then the rarest, when one of those two is not a K’apo, but a J’apo. 
 
    “My sister is the first J’apo born since the Betrayal,” Seldia said, speaking up. “Her name, J’asa, is a form of her title. While K’apo can speak to others of our kind and sometimes dream things yet to come, J’apo have the gift of future sight. The last one foretold the Betrayal; J’asa foretold our reemergence.” She turned and took in the Humans. “She also foretold you, Humans, were the key.” 
 
    “I dreamed this as an infant, long ago,” Splunk, J’asa, explained. “When I was old enough to fully explain the dream, I shared it with our crèche mother. As Seldia was already developing her far talker abilities, and I could scarcely hear her, even on the same planet, the leaders realized I was J’apo. 
 
    “The problem began as the dream was studied. The older I became, the more I could explain details. None had ever heard of your race; therefore, many disregarded it, questioning if I was even J’apo. A divide grew in Dusman society.” 
 
    “Yet you persisted,” Seldia said, smiling. Her ears curled in amusement. 
 
    “How could I not?” she asked. “The older I became, the more vivid the dream. But I was stuck. J’apo do not serve on any risky worlds. I couldn’t become a scout and go to normal space to search for the beings I’d dreamt of, and no one would waste time looking for them. The celebration of a J’apo’s coming ended with the schism of our people’s belief. Those who would follow my dream, and those who believed I was simply wrong, or worse, lying. 
 
    “I eventually angered enough people that I was sent from 2nd Level Hyperspace to normal space, but not as an explorer who would have access to ships. I was a scientist, a researcher on one of our ancient factory worlds: Kash-kah. It was there, many years later, where Jim showed up, and I finally saw my first Human. 
 
    “While I helped keep you alive, I was also sending communications to the leaders through Seldia. I’m a poor K’apo, yet my connection with Seldia was strong enough that I could also serve as our base K’apo. Finally, a response came.” 
 
    “What did they say?” Jim asked. 
 
    “They said to do nothing; I was to let you go your way, and the leaders would investigate over time. I disobeyed and went with you instead.” 
 
    “Did you get in trouble?” Nigel wondered. 
 
    “Yes, the leaders were mad, but not nearly as mad as when Seldia shared my discovery of Humans and how I was with them in normal space. There were arguments and even some violence.” 
 
    “I was soon appointed,” Sly said. “The leadership believed I would quickly realize J’asa was wrong, rule against her side, which had become formidable, and return with her.” He smiled. “I admit to being slightly biased toward this as well. I was wrong; everything was exactly as J’asa had dreamed it. I formally began the process of arbitration.” 
 
    “What was the dream?” Jim asked. 
 
    Splunk blinked, took a breath, and spoke. “Me, finding you, finding out the Canavar were alive, the plots against your race, and our return. The detailed dream ends with our first fight on Chimsa. I haven’t had new ones since.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” Jim asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. 
 
    “How would we know when there hasn’t been a J’apo for 20,000 years?” Seldia asked. “The last J’apo prophesized that we would—” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Sly roared, actually managing to make Seldia look ruffled. “You will say no more.” She narrowed her eyes then bowed her head slightly. 
 
    Jim blinked and looked between them. Holy fuck, what was that all about? Once again, knowing it wasn’t worth pursuing in that venue, he asked another question. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Jim asked. “I know you couldn’t tell me about the Dusman, but anything?” 
 
    “I was forbidden. Going with you was bad enough. If I had told you all about us, as the Dusman, about what I was and why I followed you…” She looked away. 
 
    “It would have undone everything,” Sly said. “Her own side would have abandoned her. For this, and you, she lived a lie.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Jim, <Soo!>” 
 
    He reached over and tickled her long ears, making her smile. All things change. Jim looked at Sly. “What are the options you are arbitrating?” 
 
    “It’s not quite ‘cut and dried,’ as you would say,” Sly said. “However, the biggest decision is whether we should stay here and get involved in the galaxy again, or if we should go back and leave you to your own devices.” 
 
    “Back to 2nd Level Hyperspace?” Jim asked. 
 
    Sly’s eyes bugged out, and he glared at Splunk. 
 
    She held her hands up. “He figured it out some other way,” she assured him. “I would not have broken my oath this late in the game.” Sly nodded slowly, but then looked at Jim in a way which made him feel cold. It was so calculating, he felt like a bacterium in a petri dish. The other Horsemen were talking amongst themselves. Jim felt a little bad for outing the truth then and there. However, afterward, he realized it might have been just the right moment. 
 
    “What is your decision, Kroof?” Cheef asked. The room was silent as they awaited his decision. He didn’t keep them waiting long. 
 
    “We stay,” he said. “This battle made my decision, as I said it would. The Humans are the X-factor. We’ve fought a thousand-thousand space battles, yet we suffered horrendous losses at the hands of such a ragtag fleet. We were caught off guard by a never-before-heard-of weapon, but the Humans dealt with it. Faced with a deadly assault on the space station against thousands of fearless adversaries, the Humans threw themselves into the breach, willingly, and carried the day.” He looked at the four commanders, each in turn. “You will not be our servitors. I understand this now, as it is below your station. Will you have us as your allies?” 
 
    “Our fate is set,” Seldia said, but nobody heard her; they were too busy shaking hands and celebrating. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Golden Horde Headquarters, South of Chorvoq, Uzbekistan 
 
    “What about the Middle Eastern guy?” Sansar asked. With access to all the relevant databases, the team before her had been charged with learning who all the unknown people were that Minerva had captured, prior to them being released from medically induced comas. If they couldn’t find out who the people were, there was talk—started by her—of not bringing them back. Better to terminate them quietly than allow Minerva to insert another mole into the Human mercenary society. “Anything on him yet?” 
 
    “No. He wasn’t on any of Earth’s databases.” 
 
    “How about New Persia? You know, the colony that got wiped out? Maybe he’s one of them.” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll get ahold of that info and try to match him up.” 
 
    “Good. Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, yeah…but you’re not going to believe this. I just ran the DNA samples from the entire batch through the merc database, and, in addition to the people we knew about from Sarisa, I got another hit. The young woman we had as Subject #4 is one of ours. Well, not ours, exactly, but she was a Human merc. She’s from one of the lost units.” 
 
    “A lost unit? You mean like a unit that went out on a mission and never returned?” 
 
    “Just like that, but you’re never going to believe how long the Science Guild has had her.” 
 
    “Prior to the Omega War?” 
 
    “No. Much longer.” The technician tapped her monitor. “If this is to be believed, the woman’s name was Sandy Jameson, and she was a member of the Avenging Angels. That unit was one of the original companies that went out for the Alpha Contracts and was never heard from again.” She looked up and smiled. “It looks like we just found a Fifth Horseman.” 
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 Six Months Later 
 
    Cartwright’s Cavaliers SCIF, Houston Starport, Texas, Terran Federation, Earth 
 
    Jim Cartwright finished uploading the reports to his pinplants, then set the pinlock device back in place. The pinlock was physical evidence of Section 51 being at least partly in the game. It was a tiny machine which made it impossible to hack into one’s pinplants. At least they were relatively confident and said extensive tests had been made on them. 
 
    When he’d asked Sansar about them, she assured him they were the real deal. “They have their ways of making sure.” While Jim wouldn’t trust Adrianne to report on the current weather, he did trust Sansar Enkh. When boxes of the tiny, almost invisible devices arrived, based on Sansar’s statements, Jim ordered all Cartwright’s Cavaliers who had pinplants to use them whenever not actively linked for duty. It was hard to use them in a CASPer, after all. Supposedly, Section 51 was working on that, too. 
 
    His pinlock back in place, Jim reclined in the comfortable chair, closed his eyes, and began running through the data. The summary detailed the latest reports from all four Horsemen’s intelligence arms. The galaxy was being scoured for any sign of aggressive plots against them, or humanity in general, as well as Minerva or other SIs. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said after finishing his review. “Not a damned thing.” Ever since the attack on the Science Guild and Merchant Guild SIs, all the SIs had gone into hiding. The frown on his face was becoming a permanent feature. 
 
    “I know, sir. But the galaxy is big.” 
 
    Jim looked over at the man. Lieutenant Norman H. Johnson III was in his 60s, and probably the thinnest Human Jim had ever known. A Ringwraith would have looked obese by comparison. He’d come out of retirement to run the Cavaliers’ nascent intelligence arm, recommended by Federation contacts and vetted by Sansar. In six months, he’d taken the Cavaliers’ intel service from a few men going over news and reading the GalNet to a staff of 50 working full time, 31 of which were embedded on various starships traveling throughout in the galaxy. 
 
    “Not big enough with a murderous synthetic intelligence out to kill us,” Jim replied. 
 
    “Maybe it didn’t survive the battle of Morgoth,” Norman said. He called up the reconstructed images from dozens of CASPers, gun cameras from ships, and long-range sensor data of Minerva’s escape ship. It was indeed pretty shot up. 
 
    Jim removed the pinlock and showed another report. It was from a month ago, about a group of elSha researching high-energy particle physics. In particular, they were trying to follow up the same research Sato had found. The discontinuity drive was a real thing, it seemed. Regardless, the elSha had an “unfortunate accident,” which not only killed the entire research team, it had destroyed the facility and all its data as well. “If that’s not a proctor, then I’m a swimsuit model.” 
 
    Norman gave a grunting laugh. “You don’t need the swimsuit; I was just suggesting a theory a few of my people have thrown out. Based on what Section 51 gave us on these proctors, I agree with your assessment.” 
 
    “Then what the fuck is Minerva doing?” Jim yelled, punching his right fist into his open palm. “I almost wish it would just come at us and get it over with.” 
 
    “I still think it’s the Dusman. There’s usually at least a few of their ships in-system.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jim said. “But like I said, Minerva wasn’t too impressed with them in Morgoth. It pretty much wiped the floor with them.” 
 
    “The Aku say they’ll have another report ready in a couple weeks.” 
 
    Jim nodded. If the Aku could solve the whole thing with the glowing material, maybe it would offer insights into how to spot the SIs, and, more importantly, how to kill them. He thought he understood Splunk’s fear of them a little better. Some ugly history going back 20,000 years, probably. Even though they were now allies, the little aliens hadn’t opened up completely. He’d take reluctant allies over potential masters, though, he guessed. 
 
    “Okay, Norman, I’m going home. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Good night.” 
 
    Replacing the pinlock, almost a habit now, he went up the elevator to the subfloor and took the little tram to his control tower apartment. The subsurface web of connecting tunnels were new, completed by the Dusman in a few weeks. He could go from the Cavaliers’ HQ, to the SCIF, to his home, and even to the Raknar base without ever going to the surface. Yet another security precaution. 
 
    He’d done so much in the last six months, yet it still felt like he’d accomplished nothing. Sure, ships were being built, and the planet was slowly building its defenses. But for every job finished, there were a dozen left undone. He’d promised Chiss to work at freeing the other Aku slaves, yet all he’d done so far was have his intelligence operatives begin verifying Chiss’ data. He’d have to wait until he resigned his position as Minster of War before he could begin freeing them. 
 
    It was Sunday night, and he wanted some pizza and to maybe watch a movie. Tomorrow, he would go back to work at the ministry. There were some protests in cities over the proposed phasing out of the FedMarts. Money was flowing, but slowly. The Federation was built on the idea of a balanced budget. Spending 100 million credits a year on freebies wasn’t going to fly. For now, he was looking forward to not worrying about any of that stuff, at least for a few hours. 
 
    The subsurface elevator deposited him in the ground level foyer of his home where he boarded the second elevator. After a few more seconds, he exited and headed for the stairs. Only, something made him come up short. He turned around, and there was Ziva. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, smiling. He could have sworn she wasn’t there when he got off the lift. 
 
    “Hey yourself!” she replied. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were back from Azure.” 
 
    “Only got here a few hours ago. I landed at Houston Starport and came right over.” 
 
    “I was just going to play some games and relax,” he said, gesturing to the stairs which led to the last floor. She fell in behind him without comment. Jim hadn’t realized how much he’d missed her until he saw her waiting for him. Splunk was off-world for at least another week on Dusman business, which meant it was just them. Or did it? “Fssik here?” he asked as they climbed. 
 
    Ziva gave a little chuckle. “No, he’s in Houston doing…Depik stuff.” 
 
    Jim laughed, too. He’d heard some of the stories from Nigel about Tsan’s adventures on the Morgoth raid. Halfway up the stairs she came up to climb abreast of him, and to his pleasant surprise, slipped her hand into his. Jim smiled hugely as a pleasant shiver ran up his spine. Yeah, I really like her. 
 
    In his old-fashioned apartment with the sunken living room, he gestured to the U-shaped couch facing the massive, old, flat screen TV. You just couldn’t enjoy 20th century TV on a Tri-V; the conversion code made it look strange. “Have a seat, I’ll make some dinner.” 
 
    She held onto his hand, and he turned to her. The look on her face was unusual. “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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