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      Chapter 1 - Ventos Prime Inbound





    

    
      "Cover!" Royce yelled to Team One as bullets whizzed by and grenades exploded around them. I was in no mood to seek safety while my team was cut to ribbons by a force five times our size, so I knelt and started reducing the odds against us. Thumbing my weapon to eleven, I opened fire while my people ran to safety in the nearby ruins.

"Captain! Get your ass out of the rain!" Maj. Aymar yelled from next to a rubble wall.

I ejected the gun's power pack and slammed in the last spare as the empty hit the ground. I stood up and ran back to the ruins, taking out hostiles behind us as I went. I slid into the wall next to Royce before acknowledging his order, "Aye, sir. Getting my ass out of the rain."

Royce was big, especially for an elf. Rumor had it he's killed at least one hostile by picking him up with his tail and throwing him into a wall. He looked down and stared at me with his yellow, slit-pupil eyes. "Nice that you could join us, Captain. Get caught up in the moment?"

"Roger that, sir," I yelled while leaning out around him to shoot two more hostiles. "You know what I'm like when I'm in a target-rich environment."

"Copy that," he replied as he took out three more. "Get the team ready. We have a rescue ship coming in."

I stopped and stared at him, a feeling of foreboding washing over me. "Excuse me, sir? There's a platoon of nasties out there, and Liz is sending a single ship?"

"Roger that, Captain. She didn't bother to send details, except that the pilot volunteered. He'll be here any moment."

I heard a high-pitched screech, like a plane diving in one of those old war movies Aerith was so fond of watching.

Like the ones her father watched before...

The wave of foreboding got stronger as the scream got louder. I looked around and saw nothing except blaster fire from the woods. Around me, Team One was either attending to the wounded or firing at the hostiles. The scream was coming from... Above.

I looked up and saw the impossible. A ball of sun-bright light was falling straight down at the enemy position. My helmet's heads-up display read it as plasma—air so hot that it became the fourth state of matter. "Everyone, take cover!" I screamed.

Royce looked up and whispered, "That's impossible." He switched to a much louder voice. "Compression wave inbound. Seal your helmets!"

Immediately, I pressed a control on my gauntlet, sealing my helmet to my suit and shutting down the external mics. Normally used during demolition missions, this setup would protect me from the incoming shock wave. After a quick look-see to make sure the rest of my team was safe, I pressed myself against a wall.

I didn't have long to wait. The ground and the building around us rippled as the plasma ball hit the planet. My HUD was spewing readings that were off the scale. It was as if a nuke had gone off nearby, but without the radiation.

"Clear! Marines, time to leave!" Royce yelled over the intercom.

We got up, grabbed the wounded, and headed around the building. The first thing I noticed was the lack of hostile fire. I came around the corner and saw why. In front of me was a freighter, a beat-up, scorched, and damaged freighter hovering over a crater, surrounded by the wreckage of the hostile force. The rear loading ramp was down, and a tall elf wearing a black duster stood next to it, his hair pulled back into a ponytail. He was waving to us to get inside.

It was my ex-husband, Harmon Aymar.

He was smiling.

Before I could say anything, a bullet ripped through his chest.

I woke up.

"Hey, what's up?" Harmon said as he knelt beside me and placed his hand on my arm.

"Nightmare," I replied as I uncurled. Harm always installed the most comfortable seats on every ship he built, this one being no exception.

"Which mission this time?" he asked while handing me a mug of tea.

"Thanks. Segue Six with just a hint of Maranta Five," I replied before taking a sip.

"Do I want the details?" he asked, handing me a small plate with a scone. Harm made the best scones in the universe.

"Not really," I replied between bites. "Where are we?"

He glanced at the NAVComp display on the dashboard. "We're an hour out from Ventos Prime."

"Any word on the kids?"

"Losi called while you were asleep. All was well. Shenda was resting while Chasm stood beside her bed, staring. The nurses check his pulse every once in a while to make sure he's still alive."

I shook my head. Being a genetically engineered life form, Chasm had been gestated in a chamber. He's never experienced natural childbirth, not even his own. I looked at Harm and saw the frown. "I'm fine, dammit. It was only a dream."

"Dreams are powerful. Some believe they're the manifestation of the mind's unfettered processing of stored events. Others think they are portents of things to come."

"What do you think, my love?"

"I think you're as worried about Shenda as I am."

I took his hand and kissed it. The crazy elf knew me all too well. Try as I might, I wouldn't stop worrying about my kid. This is her first baby, and neither she nor her husband was what some would call normal, which is why specialists from around the League attended the birth. "Is your sister worried?"

"Dr. Losira Irithyl, Queen of Ventos Prime and League-class physician, worried? Never. She's convinced we all need to lighten up and enjoy the moment."

"But Shenda is early..." I reminded him.

"And so were you, if memory serves. Elflings are usually early. Something about mixing the human and elf DNA speeds the process up."

Right, elf and human DNA, except that Shenda has a few other DNAs mixed in by the Office of Security's Special Projects division. Damn them all to hell for what they did to Shenda and her three siblings. "You're right. I need to concentrate on Shenda. So, what aren't you telling me?"

I watched Harm feign innocence. Thank God, he's cute. "Not working, elf. What aren't you telling me?"

"EMEF Teams One through Four are on alert. There is intelligence chatter about a kidnapping plan involving Shenda, Chasm, and the newborns."

"Who wants to die?" I said calmly while meaning every word of the threat I implied. I've been through one kidnapping of my kids, and I won't go through another.

"Word is that a group of ex-SpecPro agents is behind it."

Special Projects? I thought they were out of the picture after your mother 'took care' of their leader, Director Josiah Muntz."

"I wish. Mother is reportedly suiting up for battle."

Even with four teams from the elite Elf Marine Expeditionary Force present, Queen Mother Lenora Irithyl still feels the need the take an active hand in protecting her own. I must be the only Earth-human woman who adores her in-laws. I decided to relax, for now, and enjoy the rest of the trip. Nothing short of a Goranthi battle group had a chance of getting past the Marines protecting my family. I should know, I trained most of them. "God bless your mother."

Harm smiled. It's good to see him smile. "So, what'cha doing for the next hour?" I asked.

The smile got wider.


            ###

        

Harm built his ships with comfort and safety in mind. Today, we were in the Algonquin, a typical three-person freighter used as a high-speed courier. He had made mostly cosmetic changes, adding ultra-comfortable seating and oversized inertial dampeners to keep the ride smooth. In addition, he had added a small armory, you know, just in case.

Ten minutes out from Ventos Prime orbit, I strolled into the small arsenal and geared up. That's when I found the small purple—my favorite color—box with ribbon and bow. It had a tag with my name on it. "Harm! Get in here," I yelled as I examined the box. It was heavy.

"Darling, I really need to fly the ship. What's up?" he asked.

I showed him the box while I raised both eyebrows.

"Oh yeah, happy birthday," he said, kissing me before running back to the cockpit.

"Birthday?" I mumbled as I tore the ribbon off. I looked at my wrist chrono. "Damn, it's tomorrow," I mumbled as I opened the box. Inside was another box, this one inlaid with wood. I gasped. Inside were a matched pair of Remington M1911A1 pistols, converted from .45 ACP slugs to blasters. Each weapon had purple-pearl inlaid handles. Between them sat two monogrammed power packs, and damned if those packs weren't industry standard. On the table, next to where the box had sat, were two small-of-the-back holsters made from genuine Ventosian butterfly leather. I nearly fainted before putting the holsters on and inserting the pistols. Damn, these babies were smooth.

I walked out and pirouetted. "How do they look?" I asked.

"Beautiful. My leather smith assures me they are virtually invisible under a jacket."

Grabbing a coat from a closet, I tried it out. The craftsperson was right. They are invisible. I ran over and gave my husband a big hug and kiss. "You know me too well. They're authentic, right?"

"Yep. They belonged to a Marine colonel who used them in Earth's World War II. I heard his family was trying to find a good home for them, so I contacted them. They were thrilled when I told them I was going to give them to a decorated Marine general. I donated the inner mechanism to an Earth military museum, where they are on permanent display."

I nearly cried. To hell with it, I cried.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3 - What Now?





    

    
      We sat around the conference room table, waiting for Losira to show up. With us were Sana and Queen Mother Lenora, while EMEF Teams One and Two patrolled outside the room. Harm took my hand when I started to fidget in an attempt to calm my nerves.

I hate waiting.

The door opened, followed by a big elf walking in. It was Royce, my brother-in-law, ex-commander, and Losira's husband. After acknowledging Lenora, He sat down next to me. "What happened?" he asked.

I explained with Harm's help. When we finished, Royce leaned back in his seat and sighed. "What now?"

"I recommend you take Teams One through Five on a search and destroy mission to eliminate all remaining members of SpecPro," Lenora suggested.

"You're sanctioning a hit on a secret organization?" I asked.

"Of course. They are a proven threat to my family. I don't like threats."

"My Queen, Losira will never authorize that type of op," Royce pointed out. The way he phrased the answer bothered me.

"Then Lucien can do it," she said as she looked at Harmon. Harmon was born Prince Lucien Irithyl but was kidnapped by SpecPro agents in an attempt at creating the perfect assassin. His adoptive parents gave him the name Harmon Aymar.

Harm looked at his birth mother and shook his head. "I've already taken care of it."

"How?" I asked.

"I placed an anti-contract out on myself and my family."

"An anti-contract?" Royce asked. "What the hell is an anti-contract?"

"I put out the word that I would buy any contract put out on us for double the price. I also hinted at a bonus in return for the identities of those who contracted the hit."

"And you think this will work?" Lenora asked as she rubbed her chin.

"Mercs work for money, and getting twice as much for doing nothing will be very appealing. I think it will work. Especially coming from the Smuggler Elf."  

"You think I enjoy killing?" Lenora asked.

"No, but I don't think you dislike it either. You are the embodiment of the warrior elf, and you perform your duties with gusto."

She leaned back in her seat and stared at her son past steepled fingers. "Are you sure you're not interested in wearing the crown?"

"I couldn't lead a troop of scouts out of a one-hole outhouse. What chance would I have leading a planet?"

God, I loved my husband. His only ambition was to see his family safe. All other concerns were secondary.

Lenora reached over and took his hand. "You know so little about yourself, Lucien. You’ll be surprised when you see what you can really do."

What the hell is she talking about? He's died saving a group of school kids, he's saved a planet from an invasion, and he personally stopped a creature from taking over the League. What more could he possibly do?

The door opened, and Losira walked in. She acknowledged Lenora before stepping to the front of the table. Behind her, an image formed of the interior of Shenda's room. Inside were Shenda, Chasm, and the two children. She stopped the video. "This is shortly after I called Harm and Marta about the condition of Shenda and the babies. Minutes after the call, Shenda went into labor and delivered Ashley and Grayson in the fastest birth I had ever seen. Marta, how long did Aerith's birth take?"

"Ten hours," I said.

"And she looked like she had fought a Goranthi prize fighter when she finished," Harm said.

Losira nodded. "Mother?"

"You and Lucien took eighteen hours," she replied.

"Shenda took less than twenty minutes from water break to children in her arms. I have never seen anything like it."

"And the children are healthy?" Royce asked.

"I wish I were as healthy as those two."

"And the parents?" Harm asked.

“That's where it gets strange. Shenda is healthy, too healthy. It's like she gave birth months ago. Chasm, on the other hand, shows every sign that he's coming down from a fight. His blood is acting as if it's at the end of a healing cycle, similar to the one he experienced when he saved Harmon. Neither Shenda nor Chasm remembers anything after Shenda went into labor. I have no explanation."

"How did the mercs die?" I asked. Harm had mentioned that none of the three in the room had a mark on them.

"They just died. No trauma, no wounds. It is as if they just dropped dead."

"Could there be a problem with the tests?" Lenora speculated.

Losira shook her head. "We had three doctors run three autopsies, running three sets of tissue tests at three different labs. All tests came back negative. By all rights, they should still be alive."

I looked over at Harm and saw his brow furrowed in thought. "What's wrong?"

"Shenda's room has security cameras, right?"

"Yes,"

"What happened after the kids were returned to Shenda and Chasm?"

“I left, as did the rest of the staff. Alarms sounded a few minutes later. I tried to return to the floor, but all the entrances were locked."

Harm nodded. "That was about the time you were supposed to check in with Sana, right?" I asked.

"Correct. 1030 hours."

"Sana, slide me that keyboard, please," Harm said. Sana complied. Harm typed a series of commands that caused the room’s viewscreen to light up with a view of Shenda's room. They watched as Losira walked out. Shenda and Chasm fussed over the kids for a while before the door opened and the three mercs walked in. Shenda screamed while Chasm put himself between the mercs and his family. One of the mercs raised a weapon. Before he could fire, all three men crumpled to the ground, followed by Chasm and Shenda grabbing the kids and heading to the corner. At that point, the video ended.

"Dammit," Harm cursed. "I will find the remains of SpecPro and end their miserable lives," he hissed.

"Why, what did you see?" I asked, having never seen him this angry.

He rewound the tape to the point right before the merc raised his weapon. He zoomed in on the twins' eyes. "No glow. Now, watch," he said as he brought up a second window showing the mercs. He advanced the video frame by frame.

As we watched, the twins' eyes lit up bright blue just as the mercs dropped to the ground. Harm panned the camera left so they could see Chasm reach for his wife's hand. Instead, he found his daughter's hand. Panning right, they could see the twins holding hands.

"Oh, my gods," Losira whispered. “They were linked with each other and Chasm.”

Harm nodded. "That's why he's exhausted. They used his life force to stop the mercs in their tracks." Harm then checked Shenda's hands. Both were clasping the kids, but not touching their skin. He then panned over to the boy's left hand. It was nowhere near Shenda. He looked at Losira.

"What?" I asked, barely able to process what I was seeing.

"He was avoiding contact with Shenda," Losira said as she sat down. "I can't be certain, but it's as if they knew Chasm could take the energy output and Shenda couldn't.”

"This is impossible," Lenora said.

"Shenda and Chasm are both genetically engineered life forms," I explained. "No one in this verse knows what is or isn't possible with those two."

"What do we do now?" Royce asked.

I looked at Harm and shrugged. "We protect the four of them."

"How?" he asked.

"I have an idea, but I want to talk to the kids first. Can we do that?"

"Yes, the four of them are resting in a secure room at the center of this floor. All five teams are patrolling this floor and the ones above and below."

"The Mariposa is scanning the airspace above us while every spare ratbot and catbot is out patrolling the grounds," Harm added. "I also have the Minotaur standing by in the parking structure."

"I hope you warned valet parking," Royce quipped, which got a chuckle out of Lenora.

I looked at this group and came to a decision. "Let me go in and talk to them alone."

Harm looked at me with his WTF look. Lenora was more vocal. "Why you?" she asked.

"I'm not in a position of power. I'm not a prince, queen, queen mother, or consort to the queen. I'm just a mom checking on her kids." I explained.

"She's right," Harm said. "Having the ruling family of Ventos Prime in one room can be a little intimidating. Let's let Marta go alone."

Damn, I loved the old elf even more. I looked at Sana and saw her nodding. "You guys do tend to the intimidating."

Lenora looked from her daughter, who was nodding as well, then to the ceiling. "Fine! We'll stay here and gossip."

I headed to the door before anyone had second thoughts.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2 – Unwelcome Visitors





    

    
      Harm landed on the roof of the hospital, where we were greeted by EMEF Team One, my old team. Damn, they looked smart, proud, and ready. I walked out, followed by Harm, and they saluted both of us. As we returned the salute, I realized that Harm was still pulling that "keep in the background" shtick of his by walking behind me. As Prince Lucien of Ventos Prime, he should have taken the lead. I really need to talk to the boy again about his aversion to royalty.

I walked over to the team commander, Maj. Sana Eloen, Elf Marine, and my adopted daughter, who stood at attention along with her team. "At ease, Major. Status report, please." I said. 

"General! My prince! Teams Two through four are on station around the facility. Government forces are deployed outside, and the cruiser is on standby. We also have a herd of robofelines patrolling both the perimeter and the building."

I looked over at Harm, who just shrugged. "What can I say?" he replied to my raised eyebrows. "I had some spares lying around."

"Right. Any word on Shenda and the babies?"

"The queen reported no change in condition as of thirty minutes ago."

I stopped. That feeling of foreboding was back. "When is she or her staff due for a check-in?"

"Now."

I looked at Harm. As casual as he was at reporting in, his sister was that much of a stickler at maintaining protocol. She was late by less than a minute, and that was blatantly impossible. "Major, sound the alert. We have a problem. Harm, activate the felines!"

Nodding, Harm meowed. A large tabby cat appeared out of nowhere and ran up to stand in front of the tall elf. Harm made a series of purring and clicking noises. The cat ran to the edge of the roof and leaped over the side. We could hear its repulsors kick in the moment it had cleared the parapet.

"Move people!" I yelled as I ran to the stairway.

When I got to the access door leading to the obstetrics floor, I could hear yelling and blaster fire. I opened the door a crack and saw two beings in the middle of the hallway, weapons pointed at the ceiling. Around them, the staff and patients were on the floor. Looking around, I saw an elevator door shimmering with a force field. Having seen what I needed, I closed the door and turned to Harmon. "Cloak the ship, now." He touched a button on his wrist chrono and nodded. "I'm glad we arrived unannounced," I whispered. "We've got two hostiles holding staff and patients hostage and a force field sealing the elevators. I think these morons plan an aerial escape."

Sana turned to her second-in-command. "Scan the interior using a rotating frequency."

"Aye, ma'am," Captain Lear said while pulling her scan pad out.

"Sergeant Minty, get back upstairs and keep an eye on the roof. I need to know if and when our friends arrive. Oh, and shoot any unknowns coming up these stairs," Sana ordered.

"Aye-aye, ma'am!" the young Storen said as she ran back up the stairs.

"Ma'am, I have the scan data you requested," Lear reported.

"Go," Sana ordered.

"I read five individuals with pulse-blaster weapons, two outside our door and three down the hall. Overlaying the floor schematic with the hostiles' positions shows that the three down the hall are out of sight of these two. The three are with your daughter and Mr. Chasm."

"Dammit," I hissed. "The other teams are probably locked out by the force fields. Can we get word to them?"

Sana looked at her comm officer, Sergeant Trell. He looked at his gauntlet and shook his head. "No joy. The whole floor is being jammed.

Sergeant Minty ran down the stairs. "We have company! A ship just landed. I counted ten hostiles. I sealed the door, but I don't know for how long."

Before Sana or I could say anything, Harm piped up. "I've got this," he said as he took a telepresence control headband from his pocket and placed it around his head. 

"What did you bring this time?" I asked.

"The usual, a Minotaur suit. The Cube requested a demo unit, but I only had a combat-ready one." He tapped the band three times to tie into the TP suit.

"Sergeant Jasper," Sana said to the Sokuhl sergeant, "You and Minty stay here. Keep any strays at bay. General, is there any use in my asking you to stay..."

I pulled out my weapons and set them to heavy stun. "No, not really," I replied. Above us, the sound of blaster and gunfire could be heard reverberating down the stairwell from the roof.

Sana opened the door a crack and saw that a rather statuesque nurse was preoccupying the two goons. Sana held up three fingers, then two, then one. When she dropped the last finger, she opened the door and jumped out with me, and three Marines close behind. The two thugs dropped instantly in a withering rain of blaster fire. I ran up and peeked around the corner. Lear called it right. There was a sharp corner separating this section of the level from Shenda's room.

"Out the stairway door and down," Sana said to the staff and civvies as they got up off the floor. Once they were on their way, Sana signaled for the rest of us to head to Shenda's room. 

We ran down the hall to her room and stopped in front of the open door. Instead of three thugs holding everyone hostage, we found three thugs in crumpled heaps on the floor while Chasm and Shenda were in the opposite corner, with Chasm standing between his wife and children and the thugs’ bodies.

Lear knelt and pressed a stud on one of the thug's wrist gantlets. They could hear the force fields drop around them, followed by the voice of one very angry Losira. I hurried over to the kids and the babies. "What happened?" I asked.

Both Chasm and Shenda just stared at the bodies in shock, while the two babies just chortled to one another, seemingly unaffected by the events around them. They were beautiful children, a boy and a girl, both ash-gray with pointed ears. Shenda held them while Chasm protected them.

"Marta, clear the way!" Losira ordered as she moved in with a team of medics. She ran scanners over the four just as Sana walked up. Before she could say anything, Losira handed the girl to her and the boy to me. She then injected something into the parents, causing them both to fall into the waiting arms of the medics. "Get them to the scanner lab, stat!" she yelled.

Once they were on gurneys and heading out the door, Losira turned her attention to the children.

I looked over to Sana and watched the normally stern Marine Major melting under the coos from the infant. I looked down at my charge and saw a happy little gray elfling, complete with rat-tail like both his parents. "Hey, little one," I said. "I'm your grandmother. Nice to meet you." The little one looked at me and smiled as if he could understand me. Losira, meanwhile, scanned both children.

"Healthy as two little lorses," she said, referring to the elf version of a unicorn. "Dr. Thorsen, Dr. Mresk, could you take our two charges to exam room three and give them a once-over?"

The two kids stuck out their hands toward one another. Curious, I walked over to where Sana was standing so the two could reach each other. They took each other's hands and closed their eyes.

"My gods," Losira said as she scanned the two. "They're linking. That's impossible."

After a moment, they released each other’s hands and returned to cooing and burbling as any normal newborn elf child would. Meanwhile, the adults in the room just stared in amazement.

As the two doctors took the kids for their exams, Losira turned to Sana and me and asked, "What the plark happened here?"

We shook our heads. "We came in and found the dead mercs while the family was standing in the corner," I explain. "We never fired a shot."

"No blaster did this," Harm said as he got up from examining the bodies. "All three bodies are unmarked. It's like they just died where they were standing." He walked over and took his sister's hand, then released it. "That's blatantly impossible," he said, having seen what had happened through the twin link they had momentarily shared. "They’re not nearly old enough to do that."

"That's what I was taught," Losira said.

"What about Shenda and Chasm?"

"They seem to be in shock, but from what, I can't even guess. I'll get autopsies started on these three while I get Shenda, Chasm, and the twins examined. You guys did well today," she said as she headed out the door.

"What happened on the roof?" I asked Harm.

"Five thugs dead, five thugs in custody, and one ship turned to scrap." He stopped and looked around the room as he reviewed the link data. "I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Marta."

"Yeah, so do I," I replied. Something was definitely wrong here.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4 - Getting Away from it All





    

    
      Members of Team Four saluted as I walked past. Damn, they were young, young but good. Royce and I trained them well. I returned the salute before stopping in front of the kids' door. Taking a deep breath, I knocked.

"Come in," Shenda said from the other side.

"It's Mom," I said as I stepped inside. Shenda was on me immediately, hugging me and quietly crying. I could tell she was exhausted. I looked over at the bed where Chasm was sleeping with a twin nestled in each arm. For a being designed to take a blaster hit, he looked even more tired than his wife did.

I looked down at the kids and saw them staring at me as I hugged their mother. Even knowing what I knew about them, I detected no threat, only calm. Neither cried nor fussed; they just lay there, watching me. After a moment, they turned to their father and fell asleep, as if they, too, had detected no threat in me.

"Hey, kiddo, seems like you've had an exciting day," I said. "Feel like a little walk?"

She pulled back and nodded. I handed her a tissue and watched her dab her eyes. "Yeah, that would be good." She looked at her family. "They're exhausted, especially Chasm."

I led her into the hallway, stopping to get a radio from one of the guards. "Call me if they wake," I ordered her. She and her partner were Katalans, a race fiercely protective of children. "Aye, General," she said while coming to attention. Seven feet of tense feline is a remarkable sight.

Shenda and I walked down the hallway to a lounge, where we got hot tea to take with us. "How are you feeling?"

"Tired, but good. I thought childbirth was tough on a girl's body, yet I feel fine."

"Yeah, it is, but you lucked out," I said without going into details. "Do you remember anything after your water broke?"

She shook her head. "The water broke, then I woke up in an exam room with Aunt Losi giving me a physical. Mom, what's got everyone so spooked?"

I hesitated, but the look she gave me broke my heart, so I gave it to her straight.

"Wow," was all she said, her eyes wide. "What the hell am I supposed to do with all this?"

"I have an idea, but it requires you to trust in your kids." I never in my wildest dreams thought I would say that about two newborn children.

"After you found out about Cleth, did you trust me?" Shenda asked.

"Yes. I was positive that Cleth had misled you. Honey, I would die or kill to protect you and your siblings. Ask your father." I still hated to think about what led up to my leaving Harm, taking Aerith as far away from him as possible.

"Which is what I feel about Grayson and Ashley," she replied. Great names, considering they were both ash gray. "What do you have in mind?"

"Can you schedule a circuit of the outer stations for your ship, say one that could take a year?"

I watched my daughter smile as she ran with an idea I had only formed a glimmer of. It helps that she and her quad sibs have IQs in the upper 160s. "You mean take them where no one will notice us?"

I nodded. "Your crew is family, hell, your brother is bonded to your engineer. It’s the perfect environment to raise kids."

"What about the hoopla surrounding their royal birth?"

"No hoopla. Losira and Lenora imposed a news blackout. It seems your grandmother is rather intimidating."

"Noooo. Grammy Lenora intimidating? Really?"

"Hard to imagine, isn't it? No one knows that Princess Shenda has given birth, nor does anyone know about the kidnapping attempt."

"What about the surviving mercs?"

"They are now staying at a facility located in the middle of one of the wildernesses, where they will be debriefed. We let it slip that Lenora will be doing the debriefing and that it will be like the one she last used on the late, ex-Director Muntz."

Shenda instinctively put her hand on her throat to ward off an imagined elven blade. Queen Mother Lenora was an extremely thorough woman, something the late Muntz found out the hard way.

The radio interrupted us. "General, this is Lieutenant Kerr. Mr. Chasm is awake and asking about his wife."

"Copy that. Tell him we're heading back his way. McMurphy out. Let's go talk to your husband," I said while we turned around.

When we got back to the room, we found Chasm waiting for us with a twin in each arm. I took them and sat down in the rocking chair in the room while their parents talked. "Hey, you two, I'm your grandmother. What do you think about that?" I asked.

They looked at me and cooed like any normal children their age. Damn, they were just so damn cute. We sat and rocked while I talked, and they cooed and gurgled...

I was sitting at a table in a really seedy bar. Around me, members of several species were quietly drinking as a waitress made her rounds. That's when I heard the voice, a familiar voice. I looked up and saw Harmon sitting at a table, talking to another version of himself who was standing across from him. That's when I saw the pistol on the table. Shit, this is Ventos Prime over three decades ago, when Harm and I divorced. This is the bar where Harm gave up control of his body to his evil alternate personality, Atmar. Why am I here? Looking at the two Harms, I felt pain and remorse for putting Harm through all this.

As I watched, the seated Harm picked up the pistol and thumbed it to full power. I knew that at this point, Atmar would take over...

Atmar disappeared.

Harm shrugged and pulled the trigger.

I screamed.

I was
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