
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    With Your Shield 
 
      
 
    Book Ten of the Four Horsemen Tales 
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Chris Kennedy & Alex Rath 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PUBLISHED BY: Seventh Seal Press 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 Chris Kennedy & Alex Rath 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Chris Kennedy at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you have what it takes to be a Merc? 
 
      
 
    Take your VOWs and join the Merc Guild on Facebook! 
 
      
 
    Meet us at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/536506813392912/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    License Notes 
 
      
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    I would like to dedicate this book to my wife Jennifer, without whose patience, understanding, and encouragement this book would not have even been started. I also want to thank Chris Kennedy, for spending the time on a new author even though he has a hectic writing and release schedule, exhibiting a lot of patience, and allowing me to write in the Four Horsemen Universe, and especially write in his sandbox, placing “With Your Shield” in the Golden Horde. 
 
      
 
    – AR 
 
      
 
    To my wife, for everything she is. 
 
      
 
    – CK 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cover Design by Brenda Mihalko 
 
      
 
    Original Art by Ricky Ryan 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents 
 
    Dedication 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Join the Merc Guild 
 
    About Chris Kennedy 
 
    About Alex Rath 
 
    Titles by Chris Kennedy 
 
    Connect with Chris Kennedy Online 
 
    Connect with Alex Rath Online 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Omega Wars 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Salvage Title Trilogy 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Earth Song Cycle 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Kin Wars Saga 
 
    
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Medical, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace, One Year Ago 
 
    Sergeant Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos opened his eyes, then closed them instantly as the light threatened to make his head explode. He grunted and opened them a sliver to look around.  
 
    “Take it slow, Spartan; you took a pretty good blow.” He heard a female voice he recognized—one of the medics—but he couldn’t remember her name. 
 
    “Okay,” Spartan said and relaxed back onto the bed with a sigh. “Why are we back on the ship? What the hell happened?”  
 
    “We’re in hyperspace on the way home, and you’ve been out for about a week. We kept you in a coma due to a head injury so we could give the nanites more time to work. You should expect to be groggy for a few more hours, but hey, at least you woke up. That’s a start.” 
 
    He remembered being ambushed while on patrol and calling for backup, but after that…nothing. 
 
    “The rest of my unit?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Spartan; you were the only survivor. From what I heard, you were hit with overwhelming force.” 
 
    Another voice he recognized chimed in, “That’s enough, Hannah.” Lieutenant Jacob ‘Hazard’ Quinn, his platoon leader, added, “We’ll debrief him later.” 
 
    He heard footsteps moving away and dared to open his eyes again. It hurt a bit less this time as he looked up at Hazard. “Sir, I don’t know what—” 
 
    “We’ll cover it later, Spartan. Take a day to get back on your feet, then we’ll go over what we know. We completed the contract, and we’re on our way home. Contrary to what you might be thinking, you did just fine.” With that, he turned and walked out of the sick bay, leaving Spartan alone with his thoughts. 
 
    Spartan worked back through the engagement. He was on patrol on the last day of the contract; it should have been a cake walk. There were no indications of an attack…and then they were ambushed. He remembered being hit from behind, but nothing after that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Spartan sat in the ready room and went over the after-action report. He shook his head. “How the hell did we not see them? I know we had active sweeps going, and there wasn’t supposed to be any resistance!” 
 
    Hazard spoke up first. “Spartan, we don’t know. That’s the problem. They must have had some sort of jamming technology we haven’t seen before; even the sensors at base didn’t catch them, nor did we know we were being jammed. Second Squad managed to take half of them out before the primary force withdrew, but apparently there was another group that completely eliminated the squad.” 
 
    Spartan looked down at his hands. “So, I’m responsible for the loss of two squads, and yet I somehow made it out?” 
 
    “That’s enough! This was not your fault, and I don’t need you dealing with survivor’s guilt. You did your job. You are not responsible for this.”  
 
    “Right.” He didn’t see how that could be. He’d lost people before, but always in a straight-up fight—never to something like this. “Is that all, sir?” 
 
    Hazard sighed. “Dismissed, Spartan. You’ll be on light duty until we get back home and can get your head fully checked out. Meanwhile, the techs are looking over the information we gathered to see what we can do to prevent it from happening again.” 
 
    Spartan nodded and stood—barely hearing anything else that was said—then exited the room and headed for his bunk. He spent the rest of the journey home handling the duties he was assigned, but his desire for combat was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CASPer Hangar, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Spartan stood looking up at his CASPer, which had been cleaned and repaired. It looked brand new hanging from the lifter on the wall, along with the rest of the mechs for his new squad. He had been cleared for action again by Medical, but he didn’t feel ready for it. He looked at the cockpit, and all he could think about was the squad he’d lost. 
 
    “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation, Spartan?” Hazard asked, his voice coming over Spartan’s pinplants. 
 
    “I’m not sure about this, sir,” he commed. 
 
    “Climb in, and let’s get you checked out. It’s just a few sims.” 
 
    Spartan stood still for another moment, then put on his helmet, climbed into the CASPer, and hooked up his pinplants through the access ports in his helmet. Within a couple of minutes, he had the canopy closed and dropped from the lifter. “Spartan’s ready to move,” he sent over the squadnet. 
 
    Over the next hour, he went through several combat simulations but couldn’t find it in him to engage as strongly as he used to. He knew his performance wasn’t good; even he could tell he wasn’t ready for combat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 HQ Building, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    “Well, Spartan,” Colonel Sansar Enkh, the commander of the Golden Horde, said, “I’ve got a request to end your contract. Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I just don’t have it anymore.” Spartan hated the idea of leaving the Horde, but he knew he couldn’t face combat again; in his condition, he would be putting his squad mates’ lives in danger. 
 
    “Obviously, I don’t want to send someone into combat who can’t cut it, and your scores lately are, to put it bluntly, Besquith shit. However, I’m not ready to cut you loose just yet.” 
 
    Spartan arched an eyebrow. “Ma’am?” 
 
    Sansar leaned forward in her chair, propped her elbows on the desk and steepled her fingers in front of her. “What if we transferred you, instead? You may not be ready to be in a CASPer right now, but I think I know you well enough to know you’re not ready to be a civilian, either.” 
 
    “Well, no ma’am, but as you said…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “I know you’re a closet hacker, Spartan. You know we monitor everything. The games you’ve modified are a hit among the troops, and your skills are solid. Even when you first signed up, you could have gone the intel route.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am…it’s a fun hobby.” 
 
    Sansar grinned. “How about we turn it into a profession? How would you like to join the network operations center as an intel specialist? Maybe you can help figure out what happened to your squad and make sure it never happens again.” 
 
    Spartan blinked—he’d never considered a non-combat job or that he had the skills to be an intelligence specialist.  
 
    “You have an hour to think about it. If you want the job, report to Major Good. If not, we’ll cut your release papers, you’ll get a recommendation, a standard severance package, and your ‘plants will be deactivated.” 
 
    Spartan smiled; he was being given a chance to stay with the Golden Horde—the only company he’d ever wanted to work for. He made his choice immediately. “I’ll take it. I’ll go let Major Good know right now.” 
 
    “Very well. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Computer Operations, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Staff Sergeant Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos stared at the Tri-V displays in front of him. The data scrolling over them would have been a blur to anyone else, but for him, it was a routine day. Unless he had to crack encryption, his pinplants—implants in his skull that allowed him to process data faster—made checking the data simple. He monitored the normal transmissions of trade ships and the refueling and re-arming of other mercenary companies’ combat vessels; none of it was out of the ordinary. The Golden Horde’s network operations center held the best hackers and hardware on the planet, and they paid the best rates to make sure of it. Nicolos was evidence of this policy. 
 
    He could think much faster than most people with his pinplants, especially those who weren’t in the Golden Horde. Markus—and every other member of the Horde—had four implants instead of the standard two that most outside the Horde got. Spartan had a knack for it and could multi-task at the speed of thought. The added abilities the four pinplants gave him were one of the advantages of the Horde, and a major part of why people very rarely left the company of their own accord. His eyes swept the ops center. At any given moment, every person within view was analyzing multiple pieces of intelligence simultaneously and, just like him, effortlessly.  
 
    The room was bustling, as always. Analysts moved from one terminal to another, cross-checking the data they were reviewing and comparing notes. Occasionally, someone junior would come to Markus with a problem decrypting a code or with a piece of intel that required further attention, and he would give them additional instructions. If it were a decryption problem, he would usually find the sequence quickly and take the time to explain how he did it. Markus considered part of his job to not only fix issues but teach those junior to him how he fixed them. No one knew why—not even him—but he had a knack for decryption, which was why his specialty had become communications exploitation. 
 
    Occasionally, Markus would come upon something of moderate interest and would assign it to a junior member of the team to research further. His mandate was to look for things that would either mean a profit for the company or a competitive advantage in the mercenary industry. Having been a CASPer—Combat Assault System, Personal—pilot previously, he had a different view on what might be useful. He wished he were stationed on Karma or on a ship as an intelligence officer, where there was more action and an increased chance of intercepting something juicy, but for now he was happy enough on Earth. All Golden Horde ships caught every transmission they could and brought them home for further analysis, anyway. 
 
    Rolling his head to the left and right, he felt a satisfying crack in his neck and sighed as he felt the release of tension; he was ready to be off. His mind strayed, thinking about playing the old video game he’d remastered for virtual reality in his spare time. He grinned to himself—that was the same programming hobby that had been responsible for his getting to stay in the Horde. 
 
    Technically, with his ‘plants, he could play his game and still do his job, but that kind of distraction could easily get people killed. A red line on his screen and a dinging alarm in his head demanded his attention, and he sat upright. All thoughts of extracurricular activities vacated his mind as he focused all his processing power on the transmission. As he translated the symbols flowing in front of his eyes, he knew something was wrong. The automated decryption package recognized it as an already-cracked code and had started decrypting the message, but it hit a block as another encryption kicked in. This one was new. As he read through what was already decrypted, he frowned and yelled, “What the actual fuck!”  
 
    He realized what he’d done immediately as several people around him glanced over, and a few chuckles could be heard. He shrugged and sent a call through his ‘plants to the major. “Sir, we have a situation that requires your immediate attention.” 
 
    Major James Good, the center’s director, showed up with a look of annoyance on his face. “I gathered that, based on your outburst. What have you got?” 
 
    “Sir, both platoons from Delta Company are leaving on contract soon, and I just intercepted a transmission from an outbound vessel which mentioned the Horde transport carrying them.” 
 
    The major crossed his arms over his chest, sighed, and raised an eyebrow in a “tell me more” look. “Perhaps you’d like to start at the beginning and pretend I didn’t just join you in the middle of whatever thought you’re having. For example, yes, we all know they are going on a mission, and there are any number of transmissions that mention the Horde every day. What makes this so important, Spartan?”  
 
    Nicolos’ eyes never left his screens as he handed a slate to the major and mirrored the data that was already decrypted to it as he worked on the new code.  
 
    Major Good took the slate and frowned. As Spartan was well aware, it showed information that should not be there. It showed the exact times of the ship’s departure and intended arrival at their contracted system’s home world, as well as the loadout of the company embarked. 
 
    “Carry on. Good work, Spartan.” Major Good nodded as he stored the information from the slate and put it back down in front of Markus. “Keep on it and get the rest of the message; I’ll alert the boss.” 
 
    Markus nodded and activated the soundtrack of “Halo,” a video game from the past, with his pinplants. The music helped him concentrate, and his eyes lost focus as he dove deeper into the communications net and his decryption programs. He used his pinplants to track the communication’s origin and destination, as well as decrypt the rest of the message. He no longer saw the world around him, just scrolling lines of code as he worked to untangle them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Carrie Baker, seated across from Nicolos, had overheard the conversation and frowned slightly. Carrie had been working under him since he came into the group as a decryption specialist, and she had gotten to know him fairly well. If Markus was that focused, this had to be pretty big. She also knew the look on his face and came around the console to set two bottles of water and a couple of protein bars in front of him, knowing he wouldn’t come out anytime soon. She stood over Markus, smiled slightly, and wondered absently if he would ever notice her. She leaned down to whisper in his ear, “Food and water are in front of you, Spartan.” 
 
    She looked back as she walked away and smiled to herself as he nodded. He picked up and opened a bottle of water, left just where she knew he’d reach for it. Maybe one day he’d realize... but probably not. He was her superior anyway, so it couldn’t happen. 
 
    Curious, she sat down and attempted to access what he was working on to see if she could help, and she found he had locked it down so only he could access it. Markus was like a dog with a bone once he started on something, and he never wanted anyone else messing with it. It was one of his quirks that were tolerated because he always produced results. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As Major Good walked away from Markus’ station, he put in a call to Colonel Sansar Enkh. Using his pinplants, it looked as if she were standing in front of him. 
 
    She answered immediately, “Yes, Major?” 
 
    “We have a problem,” Major Good said, and he filled her in on what Markus had found. 
 
    “That is indeed a problem. Do we have anything else?” 
 
    “Not yet, but you know Spartan; he’ll spend the next few hours digging out everything he can.” 
 
    She responded after a moment of silence. “Yes. Don’t let him get to the point of exhaustion this time. That contract is a defensive one—we’re supposed to set up defenses for the locals and train them on how to operate them for six months. The group will have a company of CASPers for protection, which should suffice. Still, let’s change our encryption to one of our unused backups and send out a message so our units know to keep their eyes peeled.” 
 
    “Will do.” Good cut the connection and sent the orders. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Markus rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. As he had worked, he had consumed both bottles of water and both protein bars without even thinking about them. The shift had changed, but as was often the case when he delved deeply into something, they’d let him work. He smiled. In the past, they’d had to interrupt him a couple of times while he was working, out of concern for his health. A dead technician was no good to the Horde.  
 
    After he shut down his terminal, he headed over to Major Megetu Enkh, the current shift director, who was making her rounds. The woman was always in motion, and Markus wondered if she ever sat down. As Markus approached, Enkh turned her attention to him. “Yes, Spartan? Major Good briefed me on what you found; good catch. Were you able to get any more details?”  
 
    “A few,” Markus said with a nod, “although I didn’t crack all of it. The ship the message originated from was a MinSha trading vessel, and it was sent to another MinSha trading vessel that’s in orbit. It doesn’t make sense, though; the ship that transmitted was the one leaving, and the one that received it is still in orbit. Also, the data that was further encrypted was a supply list. Although it looked like it was meant for a defensive contract, it wasn’t anything like one of ours. It was weird; there were a couple of items tagged with ‘Asbaran Solutions’ on them, but Asbaran normally doesn’t do defensive ops. I didn’t dig any further once I saw that, but I could…” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The Golden Horde, out of professional courtesy, did not typically look at the transmissions of the other Four Horsemen—Cartwright’s Cavaliers, Winged Hussars, and Asbaran Solutions. Enkh furrowed her brows. “That is indeed unusual. I’ll run it by the boss and let you know. She’ll probably talk to Colonel Shirazi about it. What do we know about the ship still in orbit?” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “Standard trading vessel and schedule. It arrived yesterday, landed, did some offloading and onloading, and returned to orbit this morning. Scheduled for departure in a few hours at the next gate opening.” 
 
    Enkh nodded. “Go get some food and rest, Spartan. We’ll keep a close eye on it. We can handle anything else that comes in from it.” 
 
    Markus nodded his thanks and headed for the door for some much-needed food and rest. After a quick meal, where he mulled over the information he’d seen, he headed back to his quarters and quickly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, TX, Earth 
 
    A knock on the door distracted Colonel Sargon Shirazi, commander of Asbaran Solutions, from the stack of paperwork on his desk. “Yes?” he asked.  
 
    His XO entered, a grim look on his face. “There’s a call from Colonel Enkh from the Horde; she indicated it’s urgent.” 
 
    “It’s got to be after midnight over there. If she’s calling at this hour, I’m sure it is. Put her through.” He picked up his slate and answered in voice-only mode. “What’s up? I didn’t think we had any contracts together now.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Enkh answered, “but I thought you’d want to know that my intelligence group picked up some information on one of your current contracts.” 
 
    Shirazi frowned to himself. He knew the Horde had the best intelligence division on Earth, and one of the best in the galaxy, but he also knew they didn’t go after the information of other Horsemen…usually. “Okay, you have my attention.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we weren’t spying on you. The information was picked up by one of my analysts from a transmission between two MinSha trading vessels.” 
 
    “Wait, two MinSha trading vessels were communicating about one of my contracts?” The frown on his face grew deeper. 
 
    “It almost looks like a bill of lading for a defensive contract, but at least a few of the items seem to be yours. We didn’t follow it any further, as I wanted to talk to you about it first, but I figured you’d want to know about it. I’m sending the list over to you now.” 
 
    Shirazi read over the file and saw it included troop identifiers and equipment details, as well as supplies. He could feel his face getting hot. “Yes,” he said, trying to keep his voice level, “that is for Moorhouse—one of our upcoming contracts. The target is…Well, suffice it to say that having this information out in public isn’t good. Let me know if you stumble onto anything else, would you?” 
 
    “Of course, Colonel; you know we will.” She cut the transmission. 
 
    He pushed the data to his XO’s attention. Things were going to get messy, but not for his troops. He’d see to that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Emergence Zone, Uninhabited System  
 
    Seven days later, the MinSha vessel Ocean Trader, outbound from Earth, emerged in an uninhabited system. There were no ore deposits to onload there—they had all been mined out—no habitable planets, and nothing else worth going there for. Even though the crew didn’t expect there to be other ships present, as soon as their ship emerged, they used its mercenary-grade passive sensors to search the area.  
 
    Sensor Technician Pranayl quickly reported, “No contacts, ma’am; the area is clear.” 
 
    Captain Caranayl nodded. “Maximum speed to our destination.” 
 
    The vessel was slow to gain speed, being a bulk transport, and it took a full day for Captain Caranayl to reach her destination. 
 
    Through the journey, the ship remained at yellow status—a step down from battle stations—so that shifts could rotate, allowing everyone enough rest to be fresh. Eventually Pranayl reported, “Contact with the buoy has been established via passive sensors; it is exactly where expected and in passive mode.” 
 
    “Very well,” Caranayl responded. “Transmit the code via standard protocols and carry out the data retrieval.” 
 
    The ship used a tight-beam communications laser, virtually undetectable unless there happened to be someone directly in its path. A code was sent to the buoy to disarm the on-board explosives that would have destroyed it if active sensors had been used. The data was retrieved, and fresh data deposited. Several minutes later, Pranayl reported, “Transmission successful. Buoy has been re-armed and are we ready for departure.” 
 
    “Best speed to the gate,” the captain ordered. “We should just make it for the next window.” 
 
    The Ocean Trader turned and accelerated toward the stargate. The process was slow as they first had to shed their forward momentum. The communications officer decrypted the data they had received, but left the message traffic unopened as she was not cleared for it. 
 
    Captain Caranayl moved to her quarters and reviewed the data, her antennae clicking in annoyance. As usual lately, most of her data cargo was encrypted. The only thing that had been decrypted by her communication officer was her next destination. She was paid well, but having a mystery contractor was less than ideal. All she knew was her next destination—Karma—where she would wait for further orders. 
 
    MinSha were honorable, and she would follow her orders to the letter; she had no qualms with that, although she wondered what she could be getting into when her cargo was only encrypted data. 
 
    Caranayl went back to the bridge. “Our destination is Karma. Let’s get there and get this over with.” 
 
    She knew she wasn’t the only one who disliked the current contract—the trading vessel’s crew wasn’t used to working in an environment where they didn’t know what might be around the corner. She hoped desperately that her clan had something simpler, and less frustrating, for her next contract. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Besquith Battlecruiser BMS Flesh Ripper, Uninhabited System 
 
    Contrary to what Captain Caranayl thought, or her sensor techs saw, she wasn’t alone. A lone battlecruiser drifted in space at the edge of scanning distance, running at minimal power to avoid detection, and its crew watched the MinSha trading vessel slowly accelerate away. 
 
    “That’s it!? We just watch it go?” the Besquith weapons officer, Bestr-Ca demanded, turning to face the ship’s captain. 
 
    Captain Stor-Al growled, a sound that made other races quiver as it came from a seven-foot tall humanoid wolf with huge rows of nasty-looking teeth. “Those are our orders. We are testing the MinSha; if we destroy them, we default on the terms. Perhaps we will be contracted to kill them later, but for now, we wait here a few more days then proceed to Karma.” 
 
    Clicking his teeth, Bestr-Ca retorted, “I would kill them for free just for the sport.” 
 
    Stor-Al bared his teeth and rose from his command seat. “Don’t give me an excuse, or I’ll use you as a lesson to the pups on what happens when someone doesn’t follow orders.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Captain.” Bestr-Ca lowered his head in submission and turned back to his station.  
 
    “Notify me when they’re out of sensor range.” 
 
    Stor-Al pushed himself toward his quarters in the zero gravity of the bridge. He growled after the door shut behind him in frustration. He, too, was annoyed that his ship was sent to just watch, when he could have been on a lucrative combat contract. Although, this contract paid well, he had no idea why. All his ship was supposed to do was remain undetected and try to intercept the transmission to and from the buoy. A few more days, and he could head out of this worthless system and hopefully do something more rewarding. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, a knock came at his door. “Come,” he called. 
 
    “Sir, the MinSha vessel has gone through the stargate,” one of the newer members of his crew reported.  
 
    “Very well, back to work.” 
 
    The crew member, whose name Stor-Al had not learned, scurried away. Stor-Al returned to the bridge and settled into his command chair. “Sound battle stations.” 
 
    A few glances were exchanged, but no one questioned the order. Throughout the ship, a klaxon loud enough to wake the dead sounded, which warned the crew of impending battle. Hatches were closed against possible atmosphere loss, and crew members not essential during a space engagement strapped in wherever they were or could get to quickly. 
 
    Stor-Al watched the Tri-V displays with satisfaction as every station reported ready for battle in only a few minutes. “Take us out to five light seconds, then bring us back toward the buoy. Give the weapons crews a high-speed pass. Zero spin. They could use the practice after sitting around here. Engage with lasers only.” 
 
    Even one of the 100-megawatt lasers were overkill for the defenseless buoy, but Stor-Al didn’t want his crew rusty or bored, and hitting a small target at speed would be good practice. Leaving the ship at zero spin meant the only gravity the crew would feel would be that created by acceleration. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t forget,” he added, “active sensors will cause it to self-destruct, and if it blows up because of anything other than one of our lasers, I’ll skin the useless GenSha-lover responsible.” 
 
    A few members of the crew in the Combat Information Center—the CIC—glanced back. Most of them knew better, and simply kept their eyes on their displays. 
 
    The helmsman executed a tight turn under thrust, exposing the crew to lateral g-forces as the ship skewed around to turn back toward the buoy. It was difficult to detect from this distance using only passive sensors, so the crew had to watch closely and be ready with their targeting solutions to hit it. 
 
    The buoy appeared on passive sensors only as a small dot visible on the desert planet behind it, and it would be in range for roughly a minute. Stor-Al watched carefully as the first few laser bursts missed the target, but one finally connected, turning the communications buoy into scrap metal. The only fun part of the mission completed, Stor-Al was ready to move on. 
 
     “Very good,” he said as he nodded in approval. “Stand down from battle stations. Set course for the stargate and Karma.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Deployment Planet, The Golden Horde, One Year Ago 
 
    Spartan’s CASPer squad was on a routine patrol of the perimeter. All of the patrols had been uneventful on this contract so far, but he remained alert. While the rest of his squad generally paid attention to their surroundings, there was casual banter, and his squad laughed at a rather crude joke told by the squad’s junior member. Spartan laughed along, shaking his head as he glanced at his 360-degree view. A moment too late, he saw a laser strike the trailing CASPer. The suit immediately went red on his display; one of his troopers was dead.  
 
    “Fire from behind, find the target!” Nicolos alerted the squad through his ‘plants on the squadnet as he wheeled around, charging to where the shot came from. He switched to the general communications channel and reported, “First Squad taking fire; we’ve got a man down.” 
 
    “Second Squad responding. Be there in two,” came the immediate reply. 
 
    With a thought, he unfolded the laser shield on his left arm as he used his jumpjets to cover the ground more quickly. Several shots diffracted off his shield. He glanced at his display; the rest of his squad was right behind him. 
 
    Two MAC rounds impacted squad members behind him, and another laser took off the bottom of his CASPer’s left leg, just barely sparing his foot. He lost its thrust, and tumbled from the sky, firing a few bursts from his autocannon in the direction of the laser fire before he crashed. 
 
    He hit hard, landing on uneven ground, and one of his restraints parted under the strain. His head whipped forward, smacking into the canopy. Darkness took him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Second Squad!” Staff Sergeant Jamie Vivant yelled. “First Squad’s under fire.” 
 
    Already geared up in a “Ready Five” alert status—ready to deploy on five minutes’ notice—the troops under his command were in their CASPers with the motors and systems online. For most of the troops, all it took to be ready was to turn off whatever Tri-V movie they were watching or to pause the game they were playing. Within 15 seconds, the other nine members of Second Squad were formed up behind him, and they burst forth from the Operations shed. 
 
    “Watkins, you’ve got point,” Vivant commed, pushing the last known position of Spartan’s squad to the members of his own. “Enkh, you’re in trail. Don’t let anyone sneak up on us.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss!” Private Enkh replied. Watkins’ only reply was to bounce forward on his jumpjets then race off toward the marker that appeared on his system map. 
 
    Vivant watched as the members of Second Squad dispersed into a rough “V” formation following Watkins, with the heavy weapons in the middle to support attacks from any direction. He also followed in the middle of the “V,” able to manage the fight, no matter where it occurred. 
 
    “Slow down, Watkins,” Vivant ordered as they approached Spartan’s last known position. Thin streams of smoke rose from a series of small, washboard-like hills in front of them. Although Spartan’s suit indicated he was alive, he wasn’t transmitting anymore—other than the smoke, Vivant didn’t have any indication of a firefight in progress. Something was wrong. “Second Squad, be on the lookout—this place crawls. Second Platoon is gearing up and will be here in 15 minutes to support us; let’s not rush into anything we can’t get out of.” 
 
    “Whatever happened here, looks like we missed it,” Watkins said. “I’m on a hill looking down into a gully, and I can see the remains of First Squad. Looks like they got hammered. Their suits are messed up badly, and some are in pieces.” He paused, then added in a more excited tone, “Wait…I’ve got movement. Besquith! Besquith every—” 
 
    Watkins’ suit went red on Vivant’s monitor. 
 
    “Cover!” Vivant commed. “Circle the wagons!” 
 
    The two ends of the “V” moved toward each other, and the front—now missing Watkins—collapsed back toward Vivant as the squad formed into a defensive circle.  
 
    Vivant looked for cover of his own. There wasn’t much—the area they were in had a small shrub-like analog that was about half a meter tall and not much else. Laser shields snapped into place, giving the remaining members of the squad a minimum of cover. Vivant deployed his shield as well, scanning all of his sensors. Like First Squad, they were also in the bottom of a small gulley, so the Besquith would have to highlight themselves on the hills around them—making them easy targets. 
 
    Whoever was in charge of the enemy had trained them well, and the enemy troopers rose on both sides at the same time, firing their MACs down into Vivant’s squad. “Fire at will!” he yelled, and both laser and MAC fire rose to meet the enemy troopers. He saw two go down, but at the cost of two of his own; the icons for both Sergeant Southern’s and Corporal Weeks’ suits went red. 
 
    Vivant could see they were surrounded and knew they needed to get out of the ambush. The Besquith held the high ground on both sides and were relatively protected while his squad was completely exposed. “On my command, we move to the south,” he commed. 
 
    The rocket launcher on his shoulder snapped into place, and he fired all six rockets at the hill to the south, clearing an opening in the Besquith line. “Follow me!” he yelled as he triggered his jumpjets and roared off. 
 
    Vivant reached the hilltop, dropping low so he didn’t highlight himself as he flew over it, and his jaw dropped in shock. On the other side of the hill were at least two companies of Besquith, moving up toward him, and rockets launched at him from the enemy troopers. He dove to the side, but couldn’t escape the twin blasts, and his CASPer was thrown from the sky. He crashed to the ground with his right leg inop and several caution lights illuminated on his left leg. 
 
    Corporal Ryan landed next to him, his shoulder-mounted heavy MAC blazing at its maximum rate of fire while he aimed a laser rifle in his hands at other targets. Several lasers hit Ryan at the same time, holing his suit. His icon went red on Vivant’s display as his CASPer collapsed backward.  
 
    Vivant rolled, trying to get to his feet, only to bump into a Besquith soldier. The wolf-like alien already had his rifle pointed at Vivant, and he fired. The bolt drilled through the suit as well as Vivant’s chest. It must have cut his spine, as Vivant distantly realized he no longer had control of his legs. 
 
    The Besquith moved the barrel of his rifle a fraction, just enough for Vivant to be looking straight into its muzzle. The last green icon on his monitor went red as light flashed from the rifle. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Nicolos woke with a start and sat upright in a cold sweat, eyes alert, straining to find what had woken him, then sighed and fell back onto the soaked sheets. The nightmare wouldn’t go away. He looked at the clock; he’d only been asleep for three hours. Nicolos knew sleep would not come back easily, and he refused to take anything to help him sleep. He looked over at his closet, knowing what today was, and closed his eyes again. He could still hear them telling him it wasn’t his fault—that his sensors hadn’t picked up the attackers because of the enemy’s new jamming equipment—but he still felt responsible and always would. 
 
    He had personally visited the families of each of the squad members he’d lost that day, against the advice of his commanders. It was something he felt like he needed to do, just like he needed to stay checked out in his CASPer. Knowing he wouldn’t sleep, he decided to head over to the gym before his range time.  
 
    A few minutes later, he was in the gym in his workout shorts. The morphogenic tattoo on his chest, which had cost him an entire mission bonus, shifted as he worked out, an ancient Greek warrior mirroring his movements. He knew most of the troopers in the gym, and they greeted him casually as they moved through their routines.  
 
    To look at him, no one would have thought Spartan—as he was still called—was a tech. He looked every inch the CASPer driver. He saw a few new faces now and then, but he tried not to learn their names if he could help it. There was no need—he wasn’t going into combat again, at least not in a CASPer. 
 
    After a few hours in the gym, he headed back to his quarters to shower. He always dreaded his annual proficiency sessions, but in a way, they were good for him—at least that’s what he had been told. Showered and dressed, he headed across the base to the hangar where his CASPer was housed. 
 
    He stepped into a huge elevator, large enough for a squad of CASPers, hit the bottom button, and waited. From the outside, it looked like a simple building. What wasn’t obvious was that the Golden Horde’s maintenance bay was far underneath. After about 30 seconds of travel, the elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. He walked down the hallway and enabled the sound dampening in his ears before he punched the code into the keypad on the wall and entered the cavernous room. 
 
    The pentagonal room on the other side had a 30-foot-high ceiling, and each wall was close to 30 yards long. Four of the walls were home to a company’s worth of CASPers in various states of repair. Some hung, ready for action, while others were being maintained. The fifth wall was Maintenance Control. Since the Horde customized their mechs so extensively, there was a huge amount of work done on each, and they handled all their own mods instead of sending them back to the manufacturer like most mercenary companies. There was always something going on in the monstrous cavern, and it was always loud. 
 
    He furrowed his brows as he approached his CASPer as it sat waiting on its rack; someone he’d never seen before was leaning into the cockpit. He’d had the same maintenance crew working on his suit for months and hadn’t seen anything about them being swapped out. They knew he’d be using his mech today, so he’d expected to see them getting it ready…not whoever this was. 
 
    “Okay, who the fuck are you, and what are you doing with my mech?” Markus asked, his arms crossed. 
 
    The kid, who couldn’t have been more than 20, slammed his head into the canopy and cursed as he tried to stand up too quickly. Markus sighed and shook his head. Several other members of the company had stopped what they were doing and started watching. Before the kid could answer, another man about Markus’ age ran up, panting. 
 
    “Sorry, Spartan,” the man said. “He’s new and in training. He’s going to be helping get you ready for the range today. Of course, he wasn’t supposed to be doing anything unless I was here to oversee him.” 
 
    Markus glanced at Sergeant Harley ‘Hobo’ O’Borne, his lead maintenance tech, with a frown, then he looked back at the kid. “So, you got a name, or should I just call you, ‘kid?’” 
 
    “I’m Jimmy. Sorry, sir. I just wanted to…” 
 
    “Don’t call me that, kid,” Markus snapped, cutting him off. He rolled his neck, and a series of cracks came from it, loud enough to hear nearby. He sighed and closed his eyes. “Sorry, kid. Hobo, check everything over once, please. I don’t want a mechanical issue getting in the way. Especially today.” 
 
    Hobo nodded, ushering Jimmy down the ladder and off to the side before scrambling up to check everything in the cockpit, while Markus waited nearby. Work resumed throughout the bay as it became clear Jimmy wouldn’t get his ass kicked after all. 
 
    Pulling a slate from its position beside his CASPer, Markus reviewed his schedule. There would be a portion on the firing range, followed by a few hours of maneuvers with one of the existing squads.  
 
    Hobo climbed down from the cockpit. “All set, Spartan,” he said. “All systems check out, and you’re ready to go. They’ll be waiting for you at the range.” 
 
    “Copy that. Thanks, Hobo.” Markus climbed up into the cockpit and slid on his helmet, jacking in with practiced ease—connecting him directly to his CASPer—and started its motor. He felt one with his mech as he closed his eyes and looked through the cameras mounted on the exterior of his mech in a full, 360-degree view. With a flick of his wrist, the canopy closed, and the CASPer came to life. Tri-V displays sprang up around him, augmenting the information going straight into his brain, and he double-checked his status board. All the indications were green—ready to go. His ammo was fully loaded, and the suit was full of jump juice. With another easy motion, he disconnected from the rack that held his CASPer during maintenance and walked out of the hangar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The live-fire portion of his qualification was broken into two parts—a static set of timed fire on the firing line, as well as a “move and shoot” portion that ran through an obstacle course-like set of trials. The first part was easy for anyone at all acquainted with CASPers, especially those operated by the Golden Horde. The trooper in front of him finished, vacated the position, and Spartan stepped forward to toe the line, looking out over a vast field. 
 
    He took a second to scan the objects on the range—the range masters were always moving new targets onto the simulated battlefield and removing those that had been blasted to uselessness. There were several new APCs in the middle of the range, as well as a Zuul tank about five kilometers out. 
 
    “Ready,” he said. 
 
    “Qualification run for Staff Sergeant Markus Nicolos,” the range master said. “Arm your weapons.” 
 
    With a thought, Spartan brought his weapons and targeting systems online. The targeting systems were all in the green, and his weapons—a missile launcher on his shoulder, an arm-mounted MAC, and a handheld laser rifle—all showed armed and with full magazines. In the case of the missile launcher, it was stocked with three each of both anti-air heat-seeking missiles and laser-guided HEAT munitions. 
 
    “Armed and ready, Range Master,” Spartan said. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Targets began illuminating across the range, and Spartan serviced them as quickly as he could. It wasn’t a matter of hitting the target—with pinplants and a targeting system slaved to the weapons, that was almost too easy—but also a matter of knowing which weapons to use. A Zuul popped up, and he threw the laser rifle reticle on its head and mentally squeezed the trigger. The target fell backward. The score in the upper right of Spartan’s monitor counted up. He noticed it peripherally, but it was a fool’s game to try to figure out your score while in the middle of qualification—it only made you go for the high-value shots, which caused you to miss and need even higher-point shots in a vicious cycle that led to you getting disqualled. He’d seen it happen too many times to fall for it. 
 
    He ignored the score. 
 
    Three Goka troopers popped up and scurried toward him. He let go of the rifle with his right hand and brought the MAC reticle in line with the first one as his right arm rose. He fired, shifted to the second, fired again, then fired for a third time, killing the last of them. 
 
    Targets continued to pop up across the range, and he dealt with them, almost falling into a trance as he shifted his weapons back and forth. Here, a laser blast to take out a Flatar on the ground; there a MAC round to penetrate the smoke grenade cloud a Besquith had used to mask its position and help defeat its laser fire. An enemy drone jumped into the air. As it rose above the mountains behind it, the heat seeker on his shoulder acquired the target, and he fired. The missile roared across the sky to obliterate the drone. 
 
    Movement caught his eye as the massive gun barrel of the Zuul tank began to track toward him. Two laser-guided HEAT missiles later, the tank was burning cheerily. 
 
    Almost too soon, the cycle was over, and the range master called for him to safe his weapons. He complied and stepped back from the line as he unloaded, finally allowing himself to look at his score—he’d managed 947 out of 1,000 points. Not perfect, but very respectable. His best, when he was an active CASPer pilot, was a 999. He still argued the missed point with the range master who had overseen that run when he saw him; he’d sworn he’d hit the Flatar the range master said he’d missed. 
 
    “Pretty good, Spartan,” the current range master said. “You sure you want to stay a nerd techie and not come back to piloting CASPers like you ought to be? You’ve obviously still got it.” 
 
    “I’m good where I am, Master Sergeant,” Spartan replied. “But thanks.” 
 
    Spartan went over to the entrance of “The Maze,” the movement course that complemented the static portion of the qualification. It was similar to the live fire round, in that it required you to make weapons decisions on the fly, based on targets you were given, but it also required you to move in three dimensions…while simulated enemies fired back at you. Standing around to get the “perfect shot” was contraindicated as it made you a target for any enemies who were “active” at the time. It had a time limit for completion, but like the static portion, Spartan had never worried about it—as long as he didn’t stop, which would be dumb, he didn’t have a problem finishing within the allotted time. 
 
    He got in line and waited his turn as one of the active duty companies went through the course. Each trooper entered “The Maze” one minute apart, and it was permissible to pass others on the range; each of the suits had trackers that wouldn’t allow another CASPer to shoot in their direction. 
 
    Spartan was queued up behind a private—one of the ubiquitous Private Enkhs—and he smiled. From past experience, he knew he’d probably be passing the newbie within the first two minutes. The newbie ran forward at his time, and a minute later Spartan got the green light. He charged into the entrance.  
 
    The range was a system of tunnels which varied—once again, based on the discretion of the range masters—and the qualifying individual had to follow the directions being transmitted to their CASPer, like a trooper would have to while in battle. Periodically, the tunnel would open up with a view onto the range, with targets to be killed before they could kill you in turn. If the range system thought you’d been hit, it would simulate failures on your CASPer. If it determined you’d been killed, it would automatically safe your weapons and lock your hands up in the position of “Surrender,” and you had to exit the range in that manner…to the jeers of your squad or company mates. 
 
    The private wasn’t as new as Spartan had guessed, and he didn’t pass the private’s CASPer until about halfway through. Spartan finally caught and passed him at the “MinSha Skeet Range”—a target system where a number of MinSha flew toward you, and you had to shoot them down. The private was using their laser, which—from previous experience—Spartan knew to be suboptimal. Spartan used his MAC and mowed the targets down. After a couple of shots, the private switched to his MAC and was right behind him as they finished off the last MinSha. 
 
    Enkh stayed with him during the remainder of Spartan’s run through the qualification course, mimicking his weapon choices and maneuvers. While it wasn’t forbidden to do so—troopers would do so in combat, after all—it was somewhat frowned upon and would probably get the private docked a few points. Still, it would also probably get him through the course faster, which would give him additional points…so it was probably a wash. 
 
    Spartan remembered doing the same thing once when he was a newbie; in fact, it was where he had learned a move where he somersaulted in midair to shoot an incoming alien—a tactic he still used to this day. Of course, he’d fallen on his face when he first tried it long ago, but he’d mastered it long since. Although the private didn’t accomplish the maneuver when he performed it, he didn’t fall on his face either, as Spartan had. Spartan mentally applauded the trooper’s panache in trying it, and his abilities in almost accomplishing it. 
 
    They completed the last position and raced to the exit. Spartan won, but it was close. 
 
    Spartan moved away from the exit then paused to catch his breath. Although he kept himself in good shape, the aerobic portion of the qualification course was fairly significant. While he stood there, Private Enkh came over and sent him a message via laser link.  
 
    He accepted, and a window opened in the lower right corner of his display with the face of a Mongol female. He chuckled; it wasn’t a guy, after all. “Thanks for letting me tag along,” the woman said. “I learned a lot from you, although I will have to practice that flip some in order to do it as well as you do. I’m Private Erhi Enkh, by the way.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Spartan said. “I’m Staff Sergeant Nicolos.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re the techie guy I’ve heard about,” Enkh replied. “You—” 
 
    She was cutoff as a high-priority communication came in. He would have recognized the face and voice, even if it hadn’t said, “First Sergeant Muunokhoi Enkh.” The first sergeant was the Golden Horde’s senior enlisted…and she was known by all members of the Horde, regardless of whether they were officers or enlisted. “Spartan,” she said without preamble, “your presence is required in the colonel’s office ASAP. Rack your CASPer and report immediately.” The comm window closed without giving him a chance to respond…as obviously a response was neither required nor desired.  
 
    “Sorry, gotta go,” he said to the private. He gave her a wave and ran off the course toward the hangar, using his jumpjets to go over the obstacles in his way. He backed his CASPer into its rack, disengaged his leads, and jumped down from the cockpit as soon as it shut down. One did not treat a summons to the colonel’s office lightly. He knew she wouldn’t mind—probably—if he took time to shower, but since the summons was important enough to interrupt training, something told him he should be there as soon as possible. 
 
    Two minutes later, thanks to the transport that was waiting for him, he walked into Colonel Sansar Enkh’s office. “Staff Sergeant Nicolos reporting...” 
 
    He was cut off with a sigh and a headshake. “Relax, Spartan. Take a seat. It seems you may have been onto something more than we thought.” 
 
    Unabashed, he took a seat in front of the leader of the Golden Horde and leaned forward, attentive and waiting. 
 
    “More importantly,” Sansar said, “your analysis and your guess were both right. What you saw was the loadout for Asbaran Solutions’ next contract. Thankfully, you caught it before they left, and they will be able to adjust accordingly.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I’m glad we caught it, but I’m sure there’s something more since you pulled me off the range.” 
 
    “And you would be correct,” Sansar said. “I knew there was a reason we kept you around.” She smiled. “I want you to dedicate your time to transmissions on and off-planet for the foreseeable future, and I want you working on cracking the rest of that encryption. You can have your choice of support resources to focus on it as well, because I don’t want you working to the point of exhaustion.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, Markus was already turning a large part of his mind toward doing exactly what she had ordered; he reached through the system and began allocating much of his mind’s processing power toward decrypting the enemy code. 
 
    “Since I know you’ve already started,” Sansar continued, “you might as well head to your station after you clean up. You control your shifts from now until notified otherwise, but don’t burn yourself out, literally or figuratively. I’ve already let the rest of the staff know. Now get out of here and get me some results!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He left the office and broke into a jog as soon as he was outside. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a quick shower, Markus strode into computer operations and found Major Good waiting for him at his station. “The boss already updated me on what’s going on. I guessed at one of your decisions and gave Baker access to the files you intercepted. I’ve also put two of our best on interception, but feel free to change that around if you want. This is your show.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Thanks, Major.” He reviewed the personnel who had been assigned and nodded again. “Good choices, of course. They’ll work fine.” 
 
    “Okay, Spartan, kick some communications’ ass.” 
 
    Markus chuckled as he sat down, shaking his head, as Major Good moved off to take care of other business. He reviewed the files he had to work on—they now had a number of messages with the new code—and allocated half into Carrie’s queue. “You got that, Carrie?” 
 
    “Yes, Staff Sergeant,” she responded. 
 
    “I already know everything we have won’t work, so we need to tear it down and put it back together again. Start with one message and focus on that one only. Don’t get distracted. I’m hoping if we can crack one, the algorithm will work on the rest.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    With that, Markus started doing the same thing himself. Taking a message file and breaking it down into individual bits and bytes and trying to arrange them in a way that would make sense. It was like trying to assemble a million-piece jigsaw puzzle with no edges and pieces all the same color, but there were two million, and you only needed half of them to complete the puzzle. Most encryptions were simple variations on the ones the Horde had already catalogued, but this one was new and completely different—which was disturbing—though he did enjoy a challenge. Something told him this particular puzzle could mean the difference between life and death for mercs somewhere. 
 
    Making multiple copies of the same message, he pursued hundreds of permutations of existing algorithms, even though he realized it was probably a waste of time. The code felt different. He went through it repeatedly, trying to break through the encryption guarding what he wanted. 
 
    Occasionally during the shift, he would get a new message pushed to his queue, which he would glance at and shake his head as he identified the encryption and passed it back with instructions on how to break it. Thankfully, the team the major had put together was good, and they never made the same mistake twice. Even with all he was focused on, he only used about three-quarters of his processing power; he kept the rest clear in case something came up. 
 
    After about 10 hours, he pulled up a communication window to Major Good, who accepted immediately. “What’s up, Spartan?” 
 
    “Sir, if you would, please relieve the rest of the team and tell them to get some chow and sleep. I’ll brief the next shift and do the same.” 
 
    “You? Taking a break without being told?”  
 
    “Yeah, well, something feels bad about this and I can’t afford to not be at my best. I want to keep everyone on their normal rotations; I want someone looking at this day and night.” 
 
    “You got it.” Good closed the channel.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Markus gave the oncoming team their orders for the next shift. Shortly after that, he fell into the bunk in his room and actually slept. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Min-Sha Trading Vessel Ocean Trader, Karma 
 
    After several weeks of transit, the MinSha trading vessel Ocean Trader finally arrived at Karma and established a parking orbit around the planet, not too far from the massive space station the system was known for. Dozens of starships were parked around the station’s three huge rings. Most of them were warships, although there were a few freighters and ships of unknown utility as well. The planet below the station looked—unfortunately—a bit like Earth, with its huge oceans, white icecaps, and brown/green land masses. Captain Caranayl watched as her crew maneuvered the ship into its assigned spot. Even though Karma Station was massive—and one of the biggest space stations in this arm of the galaxy—ships like hers were far too large to take up space alongside the station unless they were actively loading or unloading. 
 
    Karma was also the Merc Guild headquarters for the Tolo arm, with a number of merc pits on site, including Peepo’s Pit, which was one of the preeminent merc pits in the arm, and possibly the entire galaxy. Caranayl had stopped here to load or offload many times, but she typically avoided going onto the planet itself, preferring to let her crew handle any negotiations there. She especially avoided Bartertown down on the planet…but now she would be going there.  
 
    Despite its being a rat’s nest of warrens, lawlessness, and depravity, it was still better than Earth. Her antennae clicked in annoyance as she thought about Humans. They should never have been offered entry into the Union, even provisionally. She often thought the entire planet should have been glassed and simply mined for resources. Now the Humans had mercenary companies who were competing for contracts and apparently doing very well. Especially those so-called Four Horsemen. Someone should do something about them. 
 
    She pondered the small data chip sitting on the corner of her desk. She had received instructions from her mysterious client to deliver the chip in a few hours by claw rather than transmitting the data. It seemed like a waste of time, especially asking her to deliver it personally, but she considered the balance of credits she would pocket and decided it was worth it. At least she knew her contact; she and Major Ketaryl had worked together previously when she had hauled equipment in support of several mercenary contracts. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bartertown, Karma 
 
    With her armed escort, Caranayl made her way to Bartertown. She was no coward, but she didn’t like being surrounded by so many who weren’t MinSha, which is why she lived her life on a transport ship crewed entirely by those of her own race. Going into Bartertown was worse than going into most other towns. Although the area immediately surrounding the starport was respectable, with tall, shiny buildings that announced the wealth being generated in their interiors, the structures farther away from the starport quickly devolved into the seedy underbelly the startown was known for. The buildings shrank to one and two-story structures, crammed together with narrow alleyways between them, where no one went by themselves. Not if they wanted to return in one piece, anyway—there was an active organ-harvesting market, and it didn’t matter what race you were; if you ventured off the beaten path, someone would be happy to relieve you of yours. 
 
    Nearly anything could be found for a price in Bartertown, as long as you weren’t worried about where it had come from or who its previous owner had been. It was rare for the previous owners to come looking for their possessions, though—which was usually a function of the nature of the transaction through which the goods had been acquired.  
 
    This section of town was dirty, with garish, neon-like lights proclaiming a variety of goods and services available. It was also the section of town Caranayl found herself in as she went to meet her contact, which was another reason why she had brought the escorts—two members from her security department, in full armor and armed to the mandibles. 
 
    As she rounded a corner near the meeting point, she nearly ran into a MinSha who she recognized belatedly as Major Ketaryl. She wasn’t alone—which wasn’t surprising—she also had along two armed guards. It only made sense in Bartertown. 
 
    “Captain, good to see you again. I trust your journey here was uneventful?” 
 
    Caranayl’s antennae twitched nervously. “Yes. Yes, it was. Why are we—” 
 
    She was cut off as Ketaryl reached out a claw. “It’s always good to know one is safe and in good company, isn’t it?” 
 
    Caranayl fished the data chip from a pocket and handed it over. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Ketaryl said. “It was good to see you. Perhaps we will be working together soon.” 
 
    With that, Ketaryl turned and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Caranayl standing there wondering what had just happened. She shook her head after a second and looked around as her distaste for her surroundings overrode her confusion. “Quickly,” she said. “Let’s get back to the ship.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Ketaryl made her way back to the small nondescript office she kept on Karma and moved behind the simple desk. She plugged the chip into a waiting slate as several Tri-V displays came to life and displayed the unencrypted data. After she reviewed it for a few moments, she opened a communications channel, which was accepted as voice-only, as usual. 
 
    “Report, Major Ketaryl,” the obviously scrambled voice ordered. 
 
    “I have yet to hear from the Besquith, but I have the chip from Captain Caranayl. The data doesn’t appear to be tampered with, though it is not incredibly useful. We might be able to harass the Humans on their current contract, but the intercepts did not provide enough for a decisive victory unless we send an overwhelming force.” 
 
    “Not yet, Major. The Humans’ time will come, but not yet.” 
 
    “You promised me the opportunity to finish what we started on their entropy-damned planet!” 
 
    “Watch your tone, Major! There are others who would gladly take your position, quite literally. Perhaps the Besquith would be better suited?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Ketaryl said as one of her middle legs tapped the ground in unease. “I will report once more after I have heard from Captain Stor-Al.” 
 
    “Very well, Major.” 
 
    The circuit cut immediately, and Ketaryl let go of the breath she didn’t realize she had held. She had no idea who this mysterious employer was, but it was obvious that whoever it was had plenty of credits to spend, and she intended to make sure she got her share. 
 
    She estimated she would have another week to wait until the Besquith arrived, though she had not yet been informed of what to expect.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A week later, as Ketaryl worked in her small office, she was startled by a loud banging on her door. She quickly retrieved the laser pistol she kept on the desk and aimed it at the door. No one was supposed to know she was there. She decided to stay quiet and hope they went away. 
 
    A moment later, the banging resumed more insistently, and she heard what had to be a Besquith on the other side. “Open the damn door!” 
 
    She slowly moved to the door, unlocked it, and opened it with her pistol ready to fire. A Besquith reached through the gap and slapped it out of her hand. “Stupid MinSha. Is that how you greet a guest?” The Besquith bared his teeth and growled. 
 
    Ketaryl skittered back until she hit the wall. “Who are you and what do you want?!” 
 
    The Besquith stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “I’m Captain Stor-Al. I was told you would be expecting me.” 
 
    Ketaryl clicked her antennae in frustration and moved back behind her desk, keeping a wary, faceted eye on Stor-Al. “You were supposed to report, not show up at my door. How did you know I was here?” 
 
    Stor-Al growled a laugh. “I was told to report here by our mutual employer.” He tossed a data chip onto the desk. 
 
    Ketaryl snatched it up and slotted it into her slate. “Well, you’ve done that. Leave!” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Little Bug, my orders are to wait until you’ve reviewed the data, then we find out what’s next.” 
 
    She found it a bit unnerving to work with a Besquith looming over her, but she reviewed the data from the chip quickly. “So, you were there in hiding while the data retrieval was conducted, and you were not detected?” 
 
    “We were not hiding, Little Bug.” Stor-Al leaned over the desk, his clawed hands scraping the metal surface. 
 
    Ketaryl’s faceted eyes glanced up, then back down at the slate. “Fine, you weren’t hiding. In any case, you weren’t able to intercept the transmission?” 
 
    “No, it would have been impossible unless we were in just the right place.” 
 
    Ketaryl nodded. “Still, it is not the best method of communication.” 
 
    As she finished her analysis, there was a chirp. A communication channel opened, and the now familiar computer-generated voice spoke. “Now that everyone is there, report.” 
 
    Ketaryl jumped slightly and glanced at Stor-Al who bared his teeth again; he seemed amused. “The buoy was not discovered, but it could have been, and it would have been a simple matter to destroy anything that came to interact with it.” 
 
    “And it was soooo tempting,” Stor-Al added. 
 
    “It is good you restrained yourself, Captain, or I would be looking for a new mercenary company to hire for this mission. I assume the buoy is taken care of?” There was a clear threat, even from the monotone voice that came through the speakers. 
 
    “Destroyed as requested. If it’s ever found, it’ll just look like random space debris.” 
 
    “Good. Now we move on. The next part of our project will take place in the Kelfor system. Captain, your team will move out immediately and wait there for further orders. You will be contacted by General Betreth and will report to him upon arrival.” 
 
    Stor-Al seemed a bit surprised, Ketaryl noticed, but she listened intently and waited for her part of the contract. 
 
    “Major Ketaryl, you will contact Captain Caranayl. There is a warehouse of equipment she will be transporting to Kelfor to prepare for the next part of the plan. You will contact her anonymously, as previously. Stor-Al, it is in your best interest to see to it that Caranayl’s ship makes it to Kelfor unmolested, since her cargo is what will keep your company alive. Clear?” 
 
    They both answered in the affirmative. “Good, you will receive further instructions before you depart,” the voice said, then the channel closed. 
 
    “Well, at least it pays well,” Ketaryl noted. 
 
    “And we’ll get to kill Humans. Goodbye, Little Bug.” Stor-Al left, leaving the door open behind him as a last measure of disrespect. Ketaryl had expected no less. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Computer Operations, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    After several weeks of working on the messages, Markus finally broke the code. He immediately opened a communication channel to Major Good. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    Within a minute, the major stood at his side, with his team gathered around him.  
 
    “Well,” Major Good prompted, “you don’t seem all that excited.” 
 
    “I am, but I’m not.” Markus turned his chair around to address the group gathered around him. “I broke the encryption. It was a stone-cold bitch, for sure, but the decryption key is now stored in our library. The problem is that all the traffic is routine, except for one message, and I’m working on figuring out what the hell it means.” 
 
    “Okay, Spartan, slow down. What do you mean the traffic is routine?” 
 
    “I mean it’s nothing of importance. It’s standard open comms traffic from planetside to a ship or transport movement orders. Stuff that’s either public record or that anyone with a slate could probably retrieve given a few hours.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Odd, but what about the one message? What was it?” 
 
    “Something about a beacon. If I had to guess, it’s some kind of communications hub or navigational beacon. Of course, there’s only one way to find out…” 
 
    Good sighed and tapped his foot. He shook his head at Markus’s grin. “Yes?” 
 
    “We could go check it out…since I also happen to have the associated nav coordinates. It’s in some system I’ve never seen on a star map before, which appears to be uninhabited.” He grinned and leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head. 
 
    “So, what you’re telling me is that we just spent a month breaking this encryption only to find out there’s nothing important in any of the messages, except that there’s a beacon somewhere in an uninhabited system?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “That pretty much sums it up.” 
 
    The entire team sighed and shook their heads. “What a fucking waste of time,” one of them muttered. 
 
    “No,” Markus countered. “Quite the opposite. I’d wager this was a test of a new encryption algorithm, and that the beacon is probably a trap, set to determine how long it took for someone to break the code and go check out the location.” 
 
    Major Good nodded. “Okay, everyone, take the rest of the day off; you’ve earned it. Go off base if you want to; just be back in two days, sober and ready for duty. I’ll let the boss know what you’ve found. Stick around for a few, Spartan, in case she has any questions.”  
 
    That comment earned a bit more enthusiasm from the gathered group as they all sketched salutes and headed out, except for Baker. Carrie watched as Major Good walked away, likely already talking to Colonel Enkh, then turned to Markus.  
 
    “Not bad for an old CASPer trooper.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Not that old. Just experienced.” 
 
    “Is that so? Care to join me in town for a few drinks? After you brief the boss, of course.” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure, why not? I’ll comm you when I’m ready.” 
 
    She nodded as well and sauntered off. As he watched, he could swear she was shaking her backside a bit more than usual and gritted his teeth. Damn regulations. 
 
    Major Good walked back over to him as he stood up to stretch. 
 
    “Based on how this went down—and your skill set—we’re shifting you over to Special Projects, so you’ll have a new team, some of whom worked on this with you and are moving over as well. You’ll still report to me, of course. I know you and Carrie work well together, but she’ll be remaining where she is. She’s best at comm intercepts, and we have other things in mind for you and your team.” 
 
    Markus looked at the major and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s right, Spartan, she’s no longer in your chain of command. In fact, you’re in completely different areas of work now. There might be some overlap, but nothing to be concerned with. So…what are you waiting for? Get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Markus got outside, he found Carrie waiting for him. She smiled. “Ready to go?” 
 
    He nodded, and she fell in beside him as they walked over to where his truck was parked. “I got some interesting news, too.” 
 
    She waited a few strides, then finally asked. “And?” 
 
    “Well, it seems I’m being moved over to Special Projects with a new team. I’m afraid you won’t be coming; they want your expertise on comms.” 
 
    She stopped while Markus continued for a few strides. “Wait.”  
 
    Markus stopped as well and turned around to face her with a brow arched in question. 
 
    “So, that means I no longer report directly to you.” 
 
    “That would be correct, Sergeant Baker.” 
 
    “So, we’re not even in the same chain of command now…” 
 
    “Well, I still report to Major Good, but we’re in completely separate areas of control.” 
 
    She grinned and started walking toward his truck again, except now he was sure she was shaking her backside more than usual. “Well, come on then, Staff Sergeant,” she said. “We’ve only got two days before we have to be back.” 
 
    Carrie and Markus spent the weekend together, and Markus felt more relaxed than he’d been in quite a while. Something tickled the back of his mind though, bothering him, but he brushed it away and enjoyed himself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 MinSha Trading Vessel, Karma 
 
    Captain Caranayl sat alone in her briefing room, having found out her latest contract was, yet again, with the mysterious unknown client. This time, she was having a four-way conversation with unidentified parties. Whoever was running this was going above and beyond to keep everyone in the dark. Everyone had team designations; hers was Team 4. 
 
    The voice running things spoke first. “Good, now that we’re all here, let’s begin. Team 4, I assume your cargo is loading?” 
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “We should finish loading and have everything secured by the end of the day tomorrow. What exactly am I transporting?” 
 
    “You do not need to know that. All you need to know is that if you keep to the timeline you are given, you will be well compensated. Your cargo is not explosive, nor is it dangerous, as long as you leave the containers alone. That should be sufficient.” 
 
    Caranayl twitched her antennae in annoyance. “Very well.” 
 
    “Teams 2 and 3, you are scheduled to depart a day in advance of Team 4. Are you prepared?” 
 
    “We are.” One unidentified voice seemed to speak for both, so they must know each other, Caranayl decided. “Supplies will be loaded within the hour, and we will depart on schedule. Team 2 will be on station, waiting at the arrival point, to escort Team 4 to the planet.” 
 
    “Good. You have all been sent IFF codes so you may identify each other upon arrival. After that, you will transit to Kelfor-6 and begin setup. One thing is of utmost importance. There may be ships in the system, and you are not to be detected under any circumstances, nor are you to engage anything in-system.” 
 
    “Wait,” one of the voices said. “If there are ships in system, how can we be sure they won’t be near the emergence area?” 
 
    “I’ve already taken care of that. All you need to do is take whatever route is necessary to ensure you are not detected on your way to the planet and get set up as quickly as possible. Are there any other questions?” 
 
    There were none, so the line was cut. Caranayl sat back in her chair and pondered the future. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Besquith Battlecruiser BMS Flesh Ripper, Karma 
 
    Captain Stor-Al came into the briefing room after the conference and found his staff waiting. 
 
    “We have our next contract,” he announced. “We’re off to some system called Kelfor, and we’re to set up a base for staging and training to prepare for our next attack, which will be against the Humans.” 
 
    A hungry growl met his announcement; his crew was ready. 
 
    “We’ll be working under General Betreth on this one…” 
 
    A few of his crew nodded, they knew the name well. 
 
    Bestr-Ca reported. “We’ve already received the navigation information we need, and the course is ready; we can have the departure clearance any time you’re ready.” 
 
    Stor-Al nodded. “Good. Let’s finish getting everything loaded. We leave in six hours for the stargate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    MinSha Battlecruiser CMS Harvester, Karma Orbit 
 
    Major Ketaryl stepped onto the bridge of the ship she would be using to get to Kelfor. It was the flagship for a small flotilla of MinSha warships, which also could carry several fighter wings, should the need arise. 
 
    “Rear Admiral Parntryl, is your fleet prepared?” 
 
    Parntryl turned in her command chair in the middle of the bridge. “Yes, Major. We’ve received the navigational data we need and will finish fueling within the hour. Do we have any idea what we’ll be doing when we get there?” 
 
    “We are to escort a group of transport vessels to Kelfor-6 without being detected, and to assist in landing their cargo. Beyond that, our job is to stay out of sight unless we are needed.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be alone in the system?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. There may be opposing forces, though not anything that could harm you or your fleet. Our orders are to make sure we are not detected. We’re being paid very well for this, and not to mention, we get to kill Humans.” 
 
    “Well,” Parntryl said with a nod. “Why didn’t you say so? We’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Planet Kelfor-6  
 
    “So, are you sure about this?” Terax asked, glancing around the clearing where their shuttle had landed. 
 
    “We need a new base in this arm, and this side of the planet is habitable and uninhabited…I think.” Redep shrugged and glanced around as if he was waiting for something to show up suddenly. 
 
    Terax turned a quick circle while his whiskers twitched nervously. “Y-Y-Y-Y-You think?”  
 
    Zuparti looked like large weasels and were naturally jumpy and paranoid; Terax was a perfect example of his species. He knew they needed a new base of operations to support their trading operations, but being on the team to scout for and establish that base was not his idea of fun. He was honored at first when his team was selected, but the reality did not meet his earlier expectations. 
 
    Working around him, his team checked ground and air samples, and they scanned for native life forms. It wasn’t unheard of for Zuparti to be inclined toward the natural sciences, but it wasn’t especially common either. Thankfully, he had a good team to accomplish his mission.  
 
    He looked at the readouts on his slate. “Verified, no toxins in the air, so at least we won’t die right away from that. Odd how this planet has not been claimed yet.” 
 
    As soon as he spoke, the ground shook under them for a few seconds, causing the entire team to drop their equipment and fall to the ground, arms over their heads as if the sky were falling. Terax was no exception. After it stopped, he slowly stood up and looked around for signs of explosions but saw nothing in the open clearing around them. The trees in the surrounding forest swayed slightly. 
 
    One of his team members stood after she thought it was over and said, “I would say the planet is seismically active, sir.” 
 
    Terax let out a chitter of annoyance. “You think? Well thank you for that expert opinion! Deploy some sensors so we can get readings…if we’re going to establish a base here, we’ll need to know the activity levels so whatever we build can withstand it. If we decide to stay.” 
 
    Redep dusted himself off. “I’m sure it’s nothing…probably,” he said. “I’ll go check the equipment on the shuttle.” 
 
    The team deployed a range of sensors to measure the seismic activity. Terax communicated with their ship in orbit and ordered the delivery of the construction modules which would let them set up a rudimentary, if solid, base camp. 
 
    Several hours later, a camp had been built from the prefabricated modules, which gave them a place to eat, sleep, and do their research into making sure the planet was suitable. Terax kept one shuttle on the ground with enough capacity to get his team back to orbit in a hurry, should it become necessary. Zuparti didn’t like to be without an escape route. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several weeks, and only one more minor tremor later, Terax had his team assemble for a final report and review of the data. 
 
    “So, the planet is active, but it seems to be minor and easily within tolerances for our structures. There is no evidence of major activity based on a complete planetary scan from orbit.” 
 
    “It’s likely nothing to worry about, I think,” Redep said, smoothing his whiskers. He had led the efforts to investigate the activity they had felt. “Just the two instances, both on the same day, and nothing since.” 
 
    Terax twitched his whiskers and nodded. “The flora, while not lethal, is definitely not edible without some consequence.” He eyed one member of his team, Suret, who had decided to try some of the local fruit and found himself incontinent for a day. Suret tried to hide in his seat. 
 
    “Some life forms were observed, but none yet appear to be aggressive. Still, we will need a defensive perimeter to keep them out. Not to mention we need to protect ourselves from…whatever or whoever might come. With that said, the decision has been made. We will establish the base here. The company is already negotiating with the Human mercenary organization, the Golden Horde, for setting up our defenses. Of course, we’ll have to learn to use them…but the company will send others for that. Shuttles will be landing soon to start laying down the foundation. Any questions?” 
 
    Suret asked meekly, “Does that mean we can go home now?” 
 
    “No.” Terax was ready for that question. “We will be remaining to oversee the base until it is complete!” 
 
    There was a quiet but definite round of disappointed hisses from around the table as they stood and left. Terax leaned back in his chair and stared at the slate. He wondered once again how they had happened upon what seemed to be a perfectly good planet that wasn’t in use for something, especially this close to a trade route. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
     
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Main Conference Room, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Markus felt only slightly out of place sitting in on the briefing for the company’s next contract. He knew they happened, of course, and he often had to provide information for them to Major Good, who was briefing those deploying on what was coming as best he could…but this was the first time Markus had been directly involved. Sitting in the room were the senior officers and enlisted who would be going out on this contract. He recognized Major King, who was a company-level commander for the CASPer companies, as well as Major Good from Computer Ops, whom he was sitting behind. Some of the others he recognized by sight, but he had never worked directly with them. 
 
    Sansar started off the meeting by nodding to Major Good. He typed on his slate, and an image of a single-star system came up on the Tri-V, with a planet highlighted in blue. “Our mission is on planet Kelfor-6,” Sansar said. “The Zuparti have leased this planet to set up a trans-shipping hub for that region. This will be both a ground-based and space-based contract, with fortifications required for both. The space station will be sizeable, but it’s still being built, so most of our efforts at first will be on setting up the ground-based defensive positions, although we’ll need to make sure we have some troopers who are good in zero gravity to work on the space station. Major Good?” 
 
    Major Good stood. “Kelfor-6 is mostly a jungle planet, with some clearings and plenty of swamps. Ambient temperatures during both the day and night cycles are within norms, so we won’t need cold-weather gear as far as we know. The Zuparti informed us they had some minor seismic activity on the planet, but it wasn’t severe, so they’re proceeding with the base.” 
 
    Markus saw the logistics officer, Lieutenant Alimova, taking notes on her slate. 
 
    “The information and imagery we have from the Zuparti indicate they have chosen a clearing to start assembling their base.” Good tapped a few more times on his slate, and images appeared, shifting from overhead to ground-level views. 
 
    “Given the size of the landing pad required for trade ships, warehouses, and other necessary structures, it’s a definite that we’ll have to do some clear-cutting of the jungle to both set up the fortifications and create a kill-zone around them.” 
 
    There were nods from around the room, and several others, including Major King, were now taking notes. 
 
    “In addition to the standard defense and training missions, the Zuparti have made a few special requests, which we have decided to accept. The Zuparti apparently have heard of our aptitude with computers and security as well, so they’ve requested we set up a defensive network to their specifications.” 
 
    Markus nodded, assuming that’s why he had been included in the briefing. 
 
    “They’ve also requested crew-served weapons mounted along the fortifications, but they want them automated and able to be controlled from the central command center.” 
 
    Markus arched a brow, then shrugged. He could program them to be completely automated and take out any threat in the kill zone if they wanted. That was easy. 
 
    Major King spoke up when Good paused. “I assume we’re going to have to take all this gear with us?” 
 
    Good nodded. “That would be correct.” 
 
     “How many companies of CASPers are we taking?” Lieutenant Alimova asked. 
 
    “Two,” Sansar replied. “One will stay on the ground the whole time, and the other will be split, with one of its fire teams up working on the space station. We’ll keep one of our dropships available for that.” 
 
    Alimova mumbled as she typed. “Plus racks, maintenance gear, ammo…” She shook her head again and addressed Sansar. “There’s just no way, ma’am. We’re going to need more transport.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Reach out to one of our normal transport contractors here on Earth. I’m sure they’ll be happy to help us out…for a price.” Sansar grinned; everything in the mercenary business ended with ‘for a price.’ 
 
    Alimova nodded and typed a few more notes on her slate. 
 
    “Please continue, Major Good,” Sansar said. 
 
    “If I may, ma’am?” Markus spoke up. 
 
    Sansar nodded.  
 
    Markus addressed Major Good. “Sir, what software are we going to give them? I know we’re not giving them our software…” 
 
    Good nodded. “That would be a safe assumption, Staff Sergeant. Now you get to find out what our Special Projects group does. You’ll be responsible for taking our software and removing some of our…customizations. We don’t want it to be off-the-shelf; it needs to be better than that, since our reputation goes with everything we deploy, but we certainly don’t want our full code out there in the wild. Also, you’ll be coming along to oversee the work.” 
 
    Markus was silent for a moment and then nodded. “No problem, sir. I assume I’ll also be heading up the training of the Zuparti on the systems?” 
 
    Major Good nodded. “Right again, Spartan. You’ll pick a team for that, which I’ll review and approve.” 
 
    Markus groaned quietly to himself, and there were a few chuckles in the room. Major King called out, “You can always come back and join us troopers, Spartan.” More laughter ensued. 
 
    Markus couldn’t help but chuckle, then furrowed his brows as he remembered something. “Um, one more thing of interest, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, Spartan?”  
 
    “The planet…Kelfor-6? I swear I’ve seen that in some comm traffic lately.” 
 
    Sansar frowned. “How recently?” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “I didn’t take special note of it, ma’am, but I’d say it was within the last week.” 
 
    “Major Good, let’s look into that. This is as good a time as any to address our other issue as well.” 
 
    A few people in the room shifted in their seats. “Issue?” Major King asked. 
 
    “Recently, computer ops has intercepted encrypted communications a couple of times that included the loadout and timeline for one of our contracts and a contract for Asbaran Solutions. We need to assume any planning we do will be intercepted if we send it anywhere…however they’re doing it.” 
 
    As soon as Good stopped talking, several conversations sprang up around the table. 
 
    “Okay folks, calm down,” Sansar said, standing. “We know it didn’t come from inside. We don’t know how it’s getting out there, but it is. So, we make sure we’re ready. For this contract, we’ll do most of our layout planning when we’re already under way so it can’t be intercepted.” 
 
    She raised a hand to forestall Lieutenant Alimova as she sat forward. “I know that will make it hard to plan for. At the very least, we’ll know how much material we need for the perimeter, with some to spare, and what weapons we’ll be placing along the fortification. We simply won’t communicate any of that to the client. We have to let them know what we’re bringing in the way of personnel, but beyond that, it stays in-house. That means we’ll have to do some of the prep work ourselves, but we’re not afraid of a little hard work, are we?” 
 
    She looked around the room. “Any other questions or observations?” 
 
    Lieutenant Alimova nodded. “How soon do we leave, ma’am?” 
 
    Sansar smiled. “You have two weeks to prepare. Dismissed.” 
 
    As soon as she said the word, everyone was on their way out to start making preparations. This was short notice for such a large deployment, but it was what the Golden Horde did. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Good caught up with Markus as he was walking out of the building. “Spartan, walk with me.” 
 
    Markus nodded and fell in beside Good. 
 
    “There’s one more thing you’re going to be doing on this contract…but Colonel Enkh didn’t want it brought up in the briefing.” 
 
    They walked a few more paces before Markus spoke. “Going to make me guess, sir?” 
 
    “How have your sims been going?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Not as good as when I was doing it every week, of course, but still fair.” 
 
    “Fair? I heard you scored a 94 on your live-fire.” 
 
    Markus smirked. “Okay, sir. Fine. Yes, I’ve still got it when it comes to shooting targets.” 
 
    “Good. Your CASPer is coming along on the contract.” 
 
    Markus stopped in his tracks. “Sir…” 
 
    Major Good held up his hand, and Markus stopped talking. “Spartan, let me finish…” 
 
    Markus nodded, and they resumed walking.  
 
    “As I was saying,” Good continued, “your CASPer is coming along, as well as a spare.” 
 
    “A spare, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. The colonel wants you to start working on your super-scout idea.” 
 
    Markus glanced sidelong at Good. “I won’t ask how anyone even knew about that…it’s just an idea I’ve been messing with.” 
 
    “We know, but there’s no time like the present to see if it will really work. Look, Spartan, I don’t know all the details, but the colonel is worried about something, and she wants every tool we can get. This is one possible tool we might be able to use.” 
 
    Markus pondered, staring off at the distant mountains which surrounded the area. “This won’t be cheap, sir.” 
 
    “She knows that too, Spartan. We’re giving you a budget and a team. I have a few recommendations, and Major King threw in some recommendations as well. I have the list back in my office. We’ll go over it there.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a few moments, then Major Good snapped his fingers. “One more thing I forgot…” 
 
    “There’s more?” Markus asked. 
 
    He reached into his vest pocket and tossed a box to Markus, who caught it easily. “What’s this, Major?” 
 
    “Open it and find out.” 
 
    Markus opened the box and looked at the contents. “Ohhh nooo.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Non-negotiable, Spartan. Not to mention, you’ve earned it, probably several times over.” 
 
    Markus looked at the lieutenant’s insignia in the box and sighed. “Me? An officer?” 
 
    Major Good nodded. “Welcome to the dark side, Spartan. Sorry there wasn’t a big ceremony or anything, but the colonel doesn’t want to bring a lot of attention to your project, especially while we’re still on Earth.” 
 
    Markus tucked the box into one of the chest pockets on his uniform. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the confidence.” 
 
    “We’re all confident in you, Spartan.” Major Good opened the door to computer ops and held it for Markus. “Now you need to be confident in yourself. Let’s talk more in my office. Go ahead; I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Markus nodded and walked into the building, heading straight for Major Good’s office, while Good peeled off and headed over to the communications section. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Good approached Sergeant Baker’s station and said, “How’s it going, Sergeant?” 
 
    She looked up and smiled. “Just fine, sir. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need you and your team looking for the planet Kelfor-6 in any communications. Spartan mentioned in the briefing today he’d seen it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t ring a bell, sir, but we’ll start digging for anything we can find.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant.” He turned to walk away but then stopped and turned back around. “Have you ever been off planet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I think we’ll be bringing you and some of your team along this time. We’ll probably also bring Sergeant Clark and some of his team.” 
 
    “Um…okay.” She looked confused. 
 
    “The comm traffic lately has us more than a little concerned, and we want people familiar with the latest encryptions with us, just in case. You can probably also help Spartan with some of his tasking on-planet.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help, sir.” 
 
    “Good. You have two weeks to prepare and pick who you want to bring. Let’s say three people.” 
 
    She nodded. “Can do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus stood waiting in Major Good’s office. He thought about the contract to come and the idea of actually getting to build his CASPer concept. He started mentally making notes on the things he would need. He was pulled from his thoughts as Major Good came in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Have a seat, Spartan. I have Sergeant Baker working on that comm traffic, so we’ll see what she finds.” 
 
    Good sat behind his desk as Markus took a seat in one of the two chairs opposite him. Good picked up a slate from his desk. “Here’s what I’ve got…Sergeant O’Borne and Specialist Stephanie Volk will be along, since that company is coming along on the mission, and I’m putting them on your team for their expertise. We’ll also have Specialist Burke; she’s one of our counter-intelligence people. She can assist with drones, and she’ll be bringing a few folks with her.” 
 
    Markus leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “You really do keep an eye on everything.” 
 
    Major Good glanced up and grinned. “Yes, Lieutenant, we do. That’s one of the tasks given to Special Projects.” 
 
    Markus chuckled. “Okay, who else?” 
 
    “Next, we have Specialist Kawa. He’s one of our Binnig-trained personnel from Maintenance Control. He’ll be bringing a few of his team along as well to help on that end.” 
 
    Markus nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Beyond that, you’ll have the same maintenance crew that works on Alpha Company’s CASPers to assist. We want you working on this, Spartan…but don’t let it get in the way of the contract’s goals. That said, we’d like to see a working prototype by the time we arrive on planet.” 
 
    Markus’ jaw dropped. “Sir…” 
 
    “Spartan, we’re looking at two jumps, plus some extra time. The colonel wants us to stop by and investigate that system you found with the beacon, so you’ll have at least two weeks.” 
 
    Markus let out a heavy breath. “Okay. We’ll do our best, sir.” 
 
    “Never a doubt, Spartan. You’ll meet with your team in an hour over in the conference room here in the operations center. Until then, go get your uniform fixed. You’ve got the wrong rank on it, Lieutenant. Then get your team started on the software.” 
 
    Markus stood and headed for the door, somewhat overwhelmed. “Yes, sir. And uh…thanks.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    After correcting his uniform, Markus still had 15 minutes until his new staff came together, so he headed over to the Special Projects group in computer ops. He had reviewed the full mission brief, which he had downloaded to his pinplants while he worked on his uniforms. He gathered Sergeant Christine Russell and Staff Sergeant Albert Le to handle assignments. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve both seen the brief, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” They answered almost as one. 
 
    He shook his head and smiled at the new salutation. “This is going to take some getting used to. Anyway, as I’m not yet familiar with your teams’ strengths, I’ll ask your input. I need one team working on modifying our automated weapon mount software and the other team on the structure and software for their command and control.” 
 
    Staff Sergeant Le spoke first. “Sir, my team can handle the weapons. I was actually on the team when it was first written, so I’m very familiar with it. I assume we want to take out some of our more…custom aspects, but give them something better than off-the-shelf?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Exactly. It represents us, after all, so it’s got to be better than shelf-ware, but we don’t want to give away all our tricks.” 
 
    “Can do, sir. It’s pretty well layered, so we should be able to remove the tweaks from our custom software without too many problems.” 
 
    “Okay, Sergeant Russell, that leaves your team with the command and control. Same thing there but remember that it will be communicating with a station in orbit and coordinating the landing of large trading vessels.” 
 
    She nodded. “No problem, sir. The modifications won’t take too long. All of our best custom code is in subroutines that can be easily removed, and the rest will work just fine without it. I’d say give us a week, and we can test it.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’ll be a pleasure working with both of you.” 
 
    “Glad to serve with you, sir,” Le said, as they both saluted. 
 
    “That’s going to take getting used to too…” He returned the salute and headed off to his other meeting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Conference Room, Computer Operations, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Markus walked into the conference room and sat at the large table. Four personnel were already there. Hobo and Volk grinned when they saw the new insignia on Markus’ uniform. 
 
    “Congratulations, sir,” Volk said. 
 
    Hobo grinned. “So, you joined the dark side, Spartan? I swear I thought you’d be a career NCO like me.” 
 
    Markus chuckled and waved everyone down. “Have a seat everyone. Before we start, let’s get acquainted. As you can probably tell, Hobo—that’s Sergeant O’Borne—and Specialist Volk already know me. They’re on the crew that maintains my CASPer.” 
 
    The other two enlisted personnel raised their eyebrows.  
 
    Markus grinned. “That’s right; I used to be a trooper, but now I’m in intel. You would be Specialists Burke and Kawa?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they answered in unison. 
 
    “Wait,” Burke said. “You’re Spartan? The intel guy that writes some of the sims?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “That would be me.” 
 
    Burke nodded. “Well, now things are starting to make sense.” 
 
    Markus grinned. “Okay, as to why we’re all here. Did the major brief you on our little project?” 
 
    They collectively shook their heads. “All I know,” Kawa said, “is that I was told to report for a briefing on a new special project, and that some of my team would be coming along on the next contract. I have a brief on the contract, but nothing on this.” 
 
    “Same here,” Burke added. 
 
    “Okay then…the project is a modification of our scout CASPer. The idea is to make it even more sensor heavy. This is all highly classified and speculative. The first aspect deals with what happened to my squad back when I was in a CASPer. Better sensor intel. The scout mechs already have decent sensors, but they could be better. The only thing standing in the way is we typically don’t want to lose weapon and storage space for a better sensor suite, but in this case, that’s exactly what we’ll do.” 
 
    Eyebrows rose around the table, and Hobo let out a low whistle. “Spartan, you know I’m with you no matter what, but what you’re talking about here…” 
 
    Markus raised a hand to stop him. “I know…it’s a lot of work; that’s why we have this team. Specialist Kawa is one of our techs from Maintenance Control, and Specialist Burke is from counter-intel.” They each nodded when they were introduced. 
 
    Hobo grinned. “Okay, sir. Keep telling me how you’re going to make my life more miserable.” 
 
    “So far, we already have one big piece of the puzzle…Colonel Enkh has given us one of our current, brand new, scout CASPers to work with.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Spartan,” Hobo nearly jumped out of his chair. 
 
    Markus nodded. “We’ve also got a basic list of equipment based on my general ideas…but it’s going to be up to you folks to put the final requisition together and get it handed in to me within the week. I’ll approve it and forward it to Lieutenant Alimova in logistics, then make sure everything we need is on War Pony, rather than the second hauler we’ll be contracting. We have a budget, but it’s pretty generous, so I doubt you’ll run into any problems.” 
 
    Everyone leaned back in their chairs, the collective weight of the project taking hold. For the first time, Markus really considered just how many credits he was going to spend on an idea he wasn’t even sure would work. The CASPer alone was worth around half a million Galactic Union credits. It was fun to think about possibilities like this, but when the bills started coming due, it got very real, very fast.  
 
    “Well, sir, tell us what else you want. We know you want more sensors…but to come up with a list we’ll need a lot more info,” Kawa said. 
 
    “The goal is to be able to detect even small electronics.” 
 
    Kawa leaned forward in his chair. “How small are you going to want to detect?” 
 
    “As small as one of our stealth drones.” Markus looked between Kawa and Burke. He knew what he was asking was going to be difficult. 
 
    “Well, shit…” Kawa leaned back and scratched his head. “You’re serious about this being a sensor heavy mech, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You have no idea. You give me the hardware and capability, and I can write the interface to process it. Next, let’s talk about exterior and deployable equipment. Based on things I’ve recently seen, and things I experienced in the past, I’m concerned about comms. Would it be possible to take the same premise we use for our laser shields on the CASPers, and use it for detection?” 
 
    “What?” It was Burke’s turn to lean forward. 
 
    Markus nodded. “Here’s what I’m thinking. If we take the same kind of material, put it on a sensor platform in a very thin layer, we could use it to detect laser communications instead of deflecting lasers.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s say we could figure that out,” Burke responded. “You do know how small and tight those lasers are don’t you? The odds of coming across one with, I’m assuming you mean to put this on a drone, are infinitesimal!” 
 
    “Yep,” Markus responded. “That’s why we shoulder-mount a converted launcher to put, say, a hundred of them into the air at once. The idea isn’t to stop the transmissions, but to find them so that we can guide a CASPer squad or air assets to the location. Is it possible? I have no idea, but that’s what I want to find out.” 
 
    Burke’s look became thoughtful, and she rubbed her chin. “That’s interesting. They would have to be micro—we’ve never considered that before…but it sounds like it could be useful if it works.” 
 
    Volk furrowed her brows. “A converted micro-drone launcher? Okay, we can try.”  
 
    Markus nodded. Volk seemed to like taking things apart, to the point it drove Hobo crazy, and now Markus was telling her to do it. He grinned at Hobo. 
 
    “Think that’s enough to come up with an equipment list? Remember, we’re going to be on contract for a while, so if we don’t bring it, we won’t have it.” 
 
    Kawa looked thoughtful, “I think so, sir. I’ll let you know if I have any questions.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Burke?” 
 
    Burke shrugged. “That should be enough to start with. I’ll get the list together by the end of the day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hobo…Steph?” 
 
    Volk nodded, and Hobo spoke up. “Sounds like we need to bring a little bit extra of everything.” 
 
    Markus chuckled. “Don’t go overboard, Hobo.” 
 
    “We’ll get it figured out, sir. I’ll talk to the other folks in the company and have them handle getting the company ready for transport. Steph and I will put our heads together for a day or two and get the list to you.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Okay, folks. Dismissed.” 
 
    Hobo lingered behind and closed the door behind the last person out. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Hobo?” 
 
    “You know…” He turned to face Markus. “We’re also bringing your regular CASPer along.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I won’t be leading a squad into combat this time.” 
 
    “You hope. You know how it goes on a contract. Things happen to fuck up the best of plans.” 
 
    Markus looked down at the table and nodded. “I know…and I know what could end up happening. I need you on this one. Let’s take my crazy ideas and make them happen so no one else goes through what I did. Oh, and I might as well try to schedule some sim time before we leave.” 
 
    “So no one goes through what we did, Spartan…” Hobo said as Markus nodded. “Anyway, you got it. We’ll get started stripping down the prototype once we’re past the first transition. Just shout if you need anything else.” 
 
    Markus nodded as Hobo left and closed the door behind him. Markus was alone with his thoughts and memories for a few moments, then he headed back to his new team to see how he could help get the software ready for the contract. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In computer ops, Carrie and her team were doing their usual tasking—reading every communication message they could intercept, which was a lot. Carrie frowned when she had a message pushed to her queue from one of her team, with ‘Kelfor-6’ specifically mentioned. 
 
    She commed Major Good immediately. “Sir, we’ve got another hit on Kelfor—the planet name specifically—and we’ve found a few others in historic traffic.” 
 
    “Okay,” he responded. “What do we have so far?” 
 
    “Nothing specific, sir, but we did trace the latest one to a Bakulu trading vessel, transmitting to, get this, a MinSha trading vessel. The Bakulu was just arriving from Karma it looks like, and the MinSha was on the way out.” 
 
    “Any idea where the MinSha vessel was headed?” Major Good asked. 
 
    “No idea, sir. The MinSha had done some offloading at the starport in Houston, but beyond that, we’re not sure. Probably a safe bet their first stop will be Karma, though.” 
 
    Major Good nodded. “Okay, Carrie, keep an eye on that Bakulu trader. Let’s see what they do. I’ll let the boss know what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Downtown Tashkent, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Markus and Carrie sat at a dark table in the back corner of a small bar not frequented by the Horde’s members, for obvious reasons. Only Markus’ size, and possibly the gun on his hip, kept them from being victims of one type of crime or another. Both were dressed in normal local clothing, with no indicator of their affiliation with the Golden Horde, aside from not looking like the locals. Markus took a drink of a local beer from a bottle and leaned back in his chair, which groaned in protest. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to do from here,” he said. “This is at least a year-long contract, plus transit times, and it might get extended. Plus, now I’m an officer, which makes a royal fucking mess of everything.” 
 
    “Look…” Carrie laid a hand on his knee. “Good knows about us, right?” 
 
    He chuckled quietly. “Sure, he does. A few others might have figured something out, too, but if the major knows, the colonel knows.” 
 
    “Don’t you think he would have said something to you if there were a problem?” 
 
    “Okay, let’s say that’s right…but we’re going to be deployed. Have you ever been off-world on a contract deployment?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’ve never been off-world at all.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a completely different experience. There’s not much privacy on a ship, and once we’re planet-side, even less. There are no secrets once we get on that ship.” 
 
    “Damn, Markus, do you think there are any secrets here? Do you think everyone around us doesn’t know? I don’t know about you, but I can’t just turn off how I feel. Trust me, I never planned to fall for another merc. I never planned to fall for anyone! Hell, I just thought it would be fun...and it has been.” She winked suggestively.  
 
    He grinned and nodded. “True. But we have to admit things have changed.” 
 
    “What’s changing? Explain it to me.” 
 
    “Carrie, I’ve lost people on contract before. I’ve lost an entire squad of people. I know how it feels to lose someone like that.” 
 
    “Stop right there, Markus. Okay, I get it, you’ve been through shit I can’t even imagine; I know that.” She paused, reaching out to tilt his head so he was looking into her eyes. “But that doesn’t change the way I feel. I know you’re an officer now; I know how others are going to see that, but we’re within regs. I can’t just suddenly not care, and you are not going to stop me from going along if that’s what you’re thinking. You need someone to watch your ass, and that’s me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    The two weeks passed quickly due to the projects Markus was in charge of, and loading his gear was almost complete. Given the size of the contract, the area to cover, and personnel needed, this was one of the larger deployments the Horde had done in a while. Logistics had calculated everything multiple times, though, and everything was ahead of schedule except for the dragonfly drones. The last company to go out on contract had taken the majority of their inventory, and acquiring more was proving to be difficult. They would have the ones they needed…but not many spares. 
 
    Markus watched as the last of the dropships loaded up his project gear, which had all been approved. One thing he learned early in his career was to let the loadmasters do their job. Getting everything to orbit in the fewest number of trips seemed like more of an art than a science, and they were damn good at it. 
 
    Lieutenant Alimova watched every crate and every load. Even the company they had contracted to take their extra equipment for this contract was letting her handle the loading order. He had heard their loadmaster had his nose a little out of joint over it, but you didn’t argue with the client, especially when they were one of the Four Horsemen. 
 
    With a wave from the loadmaster after the last crate was secured, Markus turned and climbed into his assault CASPer—open and waiting—and powered it up with practiced ease. He still had mixed feelings about it, but the one thing he knew was that it was better to be in a CASPer than not…and Carrie wouldn’t be. He spared a glance for a new feature in his cockpit, an image of Carrie and him together during one of their days off-base, and sighed as he backed his mech into the docking hooks on the wall of the dropship. 
 
    “Spartan, secure and locked in,” he reported. He had decided to ride up to the ship in his CASPer and relaxed while the final preparations were made. 
 
    On previous contracts, he only had two goals—do the job and come home alive. It was more complicated than it sounded, but everything really boiled down to those two precepts. Now he had several goals…stay alive, work with his team to build the prototype recon CASPer, and make sure Carrie stayed alive. He knew he had to put the last one out of his mind. This was a job, and they each had their roles. That was the reason they couldn’t have been together if they’d been in the same chain of command. The same rationale still applied, though; he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. 
 
    He closed his eyes and prepared for takeoff as the engines started up, wishing he had gone to Major Good to see if Carrie could stay behind. He supposed the fact that Major Good was sending them both was an indication of his confidence they could focus on the job. Well, he thought, I’ll certainly have plenty to keep me busy. All thoughts went to holding on as he felt the dropship lift off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Markus’ Quarters, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Earth Orbit 
 
    After his CASPer was hooked up and powered down, Markus headed to his quarters to get squared away. He would need to keep an eye both on the software progress as well as be hands- on with the CASPer build. He looked around his cabin and shook his head. It was tiny, but for the first time in his career, he had some privacy onboard a transport ship. Just as he stored his limited gear, there was a knock on the door…something else he wasn’t used to. 
 
    “Come on in.” 
 
    The door opened, revealing Carrie floating in the zero gravity. She had a grip on one of the hand-holds built into the bulkhead, and she smiled. “So, Lieutenant, you have your own little haven from the chaos.” 
 
    He chuckled and motioned her in. “Yep, trust me, it’s completely new to me. I’m used to being in CASPer country in a rack with absolutely no privacy.” 
 
    “Well.” She closed the door behind her. She struggled a bit because she wasn’t used to zero gravity. “You have privacy now…” She winked. 
 
    Markus laughed and shook his head. “We’ll be getting underway soon, you know. Maybe another hour to lock everything down, then I have a staff meeting to get to.” 
 
    “In that case,” she said as she started undoing her uniform top. “We’d better hurry.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Markus sat in a room with his team, which had been designated a “dark project” team before leaving. Sansar didn’t want what they were doing circulated, though he wasn’t sure how they’d keep the secret when they were going to be tearing apart a CASPer in the hangar. 
 
    They all either had a leg looped around the leg of their chair, or had a strap keeping them from floating off. 
 
    “Okay folks, are we all set?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’re set up in a sectioned-off part of the hangar. We have a workshop and all the tools we should need set aside,” Hobo answered. 
 
    Markus nodded and looked around the room. He met the eyes of each member of his team. “Okay folks, you heard the man. No gossiping about what we’re doing. If we need more expertise on something, let me know, and I’ll see about bringing in the right people. Don’t get so drunk that your lips get loose.” He stared pointedly at Specialist Kawa on that comment, who grinned sheepishly and nodded. 
 
    “Good, so where are we with planning?” 
 
    Volk pulled up the inventory list of their parts on a screen on the bulkhead. “We’ve got everything crated and waiting in the hangar. We’ll have to get everything out and organized, then figure out what to tackle first. Our team will take care of the hands-on with the CASPer to start with. We’ll probably start by trying to enhance the sensor suite with Specialist Kawa leading the way. You’ll have to decide what to give up in order to add the new equipment, not to mention programming the interface to handle the new input.” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “That part’s easy, pinplants can handle that processing.” 
 
    “Sir, you might want to rethink that,” Kawa said. “Some of the processing needs to be handled by software in the CASPer. Considering everything you’re asking for, there wouldn’t be much left over, and you’ll still need some attention to spare for piloting and staying alive. Not only that, but all these active sensors are also going to make you glow like a supernova in the electromagnetic spectrum.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Good point. That’s why you are all here, so don’t hesitate to speak up when you see problems. Sure, this is my crazy idea, but I need all of you to make it a reality. Once we know what we can realistically fit inside the armor, I’ll figure out the software.” 
 
    Volk spoke up again. “This idea you have about launching drones in large numbers…we’re having trouble there. I mean, you could use a missile rack, but even that’s not going to get you the numbers you want. We could create a large magazine to get them out one at a time, but getting out a large number of them will still be a problem.” 
 
    Markus leaned back in his chair and stared off as he considered. After a few moments of silence, he sighed. “I don’t know either. Keep thinking, though. If we have to use smaller numbers, that’s what we’ll do, but it won’t be as effective. What about the drones themselves? Any ideas on that?” He looked at Specialist Burke. 
 
    “Well,” Burke said, leaning forward. Markus had been told she was a genius when it came to miniaturization. “We’re not sure yet. I’m still working on putting together a drone concept that would fit into whatever launcher we decide to use, but of course I can’t finish that until I know what I’m designing for. We haven’t tested the intercept ability yet, so that’s something we’ll work on in the hangar. We’ll start with a translucent surface and add in the reflective coating in micro layers to see what might work. We also have small-scale laser communication transmitters and receivers to practice with.” 
 
    “Good.” Markus nodded. “Unless that works, the rest of this is useless.” 
 
    Hobo shook his head. “Don’t start getting negative on us yet, Spartan. Even if we don’t accomplish everything you want right away, this harebrained scheme might come up with something good long-term. Even enhancing the sensors and putting sensor drones out could save some lives.” 
 
    “True. Well, get some rest and start thinking until we make the first transition—then we get to work. Speaking of which, I’m guessing most of you have never been through a stargate?” 
 
    Kawa and Burke both shook their heads. Hobo and Volk grinned. 
 
    Markus chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing but a moment of…well, everyone describes it differently, but it’s no big deal. One word of advice though; don’t get it in your mind to find a window and look outside the ship. There’s nothing to see…literally nothing, and it’s been said that some people can go crazy from looking at it. So, stay focused on your work. We have a lot to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Communications Room, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Major Megetu Enkh, the leader of the communications section for the contract, approached Carrie’s station in the Communications Room shortly after entering hyperspace. “Doing okay, Sergeant?” 
 
    Carrie turned and nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Just a little disoriented at first, but I’m good now. The team is analyzing the traffic we picked up at the stargate.” 
 
    “Good, we’ll have more tasking for you as well. Colonel Enkh has decided to visit the system tracked down by Lieutenant Nicolos to see if there is anything we can find. Since Spartan is busy with his project, you’ll be leading that effort from a communications standpoint.” 
 
    “No problem. I hadn’t looked at that part of the message much, but I’ll pull it up and review it.” 
 
    “You have about seven days before we arrive at the system. From there we’re going to need anything you can find to guide us to where this mysterious buoy may be.” 
 
    “You’ll have everything we can find.” 
 
    Carrie turned back to her station and commed her team. “Okay folks, I need you working on the traffic we picked up at the stargate—anything that seems fishy, and especially any references to contracts. I’ve got to work on this buoy location that Spartan found.” 
 
    Her team acknowledged and got to work while she started digging through the traffic Markus had decoded. A countdown clock displayed on the wall told them how much time they had until they arrived at their destination.  
 
    After only a few minutes, she found the information Markus had tagged and transmitted the coordinates to Major Enkh, to be further passed along to the command crew. Almost as soon as that was sent, Private Levni, the most junior member of her team, pushed a message to her queue. She reviewed it and saw it was from the last dump they received just before entering the stargate, and it was encrypted with the same new key. It was a simple message, but certainly worth noting. “Good job, Private.” She nodded in his direction and headed over to talk to Major Enkh, who was reviewing her slate. 
 
    She looked up as Carrie approached. “Good job on those coordinates, Sergeant. I assume you’ve got something else?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I figured you’d want to see this.” She pushed the message to Enkh’s slate. 
 
    The major read it out loud. “Communications traffic, change to Code Echo, routing shift Bravo.” She pursed her lips. “I assume we have no idea what that means?” 
 
    “No ma’am. We’re reviewing the rest of the traffic as quickly as we can, hoping to find other references to it, but nothing yet.” 
 
    “Good, stay on it. I’ll update the Colonel. Also, prepare a message to be dropped into the system once we emerge from hyperspace. Let’s get the analysts back home working on this, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CASPer Hangar, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Markus floated up to the door of the hangar area where his project was and paused. He could hear work going on inside already, probably the team starting to strip down the brand-new scout CASPer. He had led troopers on patrols and stood strong against enemy assaults as a squad leader, emulating the Golden Horde’s motto—We Hold What You’ve Got—and was proud of that. Leading a team that was essentially undertaking the design of a completely new build for a CASPer was something different, and it was scary in an entirely new way.  
 
    He pulled himself down to a bench and slipped on a pair of magnetic boots that would keep him solidly on the ‘ground’ to prevent floating into anything important or dangerous once he went in. With the boots on, he took a deep breath and slowly let it out before opening the door and heading in.  
 
    He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but what he got wasn’t it. He’d seen CASPers partially torn down for maintenance, but he’d never seen one taken down this far. Every bit of armor had been removed, and all that remained was the skeletal structure underneath—hydraulic lines, electrical lines, and a half-ton of metal. Three members of his team—Hobo, Jimmy, and Specialist Kawa—floated around the mech, working on one part or another. At a long table nearby, several of the techs worked on their own parts of the project, using straps and velcro to hold things down. Hobo turned and nodded to Markus. He pointed, likely giving Jimmy directions on what to touch and what not to touch, before pushing off to fly over to Markus. He touched down, engaged his magnetic boots, and snapped a salute. 
 
    Markus returned the salute and smiled. “Didn’t know you knew how to salute, Hobo.” 
 
    “Oh, I run into someone that needs it now and then.” He grinned. 
 
    Markus chuckled. “Okay, so where are we?” 
 
    Hobo shrugged. “We finished the basic teardown, as you can see. I can tell you I’m really glad we brought a few of the folks from Maintenance Control. Kawa has been really helpful. Honestly, this is the kind of project we should be working on back home.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I know, and if we could, we would, but the boss wants us working on it here, so we’re working on it. You having second thoughts on me?” 
 
    “Hell no! I’m behind you 100 percent. Just a little worried ‘bout working on all this in zero gravity.” 
 
    “We should be getting rotation soon.” The captain of a ship could rotate it on its central axis, giving them some semblance of gravity. It was a normal procedure during long periods of travel, such as while they were in hyperspace, to allow work to be done more easily. 
 
    As if on cue, an announcement came over the ship’s intercom system. “Prepare for rotation in ten minutes.” 
 
    “There you go.” Markus grinned. “No more excuses.” 
 
    Hobo headed back to the CASPer as most of the workers stopped what they were doing, waiting for the gravity that would make their jobs easier. 
 
    Markus walked over to a long work bench that was covered in crates and micro-electronic workstations. “So, what do we think?” 
 
    Specialist Burke turned to salute. 
 
    He returned the salute and nodded. “How are we doing, Specialist?” 
 
    “Doing well, sir. Now that we have some gravity, we’ll start working on the ability to detect laser transmissions with our existing drones. We have the full spectrum to work with and a small transmitter and receiver to test with. It’s difficult in zero gravity, but now we can really move forward.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Good luck. Carry on.” 
 
    She nodded and returned to the work bench as her team started to unpack various drone models from the crates nearby. 
 
    Markus moved on so as not to hover or get in the way, then headed over to where Specialist Volk was disassembling a MAC. He observed quietly, knowing better than to interrupt. She paused in her work after a few moments, attached her tools to a mount in front of her, then turned and snapped a perfect parade-ground salute. “Good day, Lieutenant.” 
 
    He returned the salute and chuckled as both their arms came down. “Seriously, Steph?” 
 
    “Hey, you got the whole officer thing going on now.” She grinned and winked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You’ve also been working on my CASPers since you came into the company, so relax, eh? No one to impress, here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    He grimaced. “Okay, Smartass. What exactly are you plotting over here?” 
 
    She shrugged, waved him over, and turned back to her work table. “We’re taking apart the MAC to see about your idea of using it to launch drones. Frankly, I think it’s a no-go. The electronics in the drones are, for obvious reasons, quite sensitive. The speed the MAC launches them at would likely screw them up. We can try, but I think all that will happen will be some shredded drones. Over there, we’re doing the same with a rocket launcher, but, again, I just don’t think it’s going to work.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded as he rubbed his chin. “Any ideas, then?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’ll put our heads together and come up with something.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Keep at it.” 
 
    She turned back to her work, and Markus looked around the room with a slight frown. He had to come up with something, anything, that could improve their chances in the field. Without another word, he headed out and closed the door behind him.  
 
    He sat down to pull off the magnetic boots, leaned back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes. The slight hum of the ship vibrating around him was familiar and comforting. Most probably didn’t even notice it, he thought, but it was there. The ship was as much home to him as being in a CASPer or being in his quarters back on Earth, and the people around him were his family. It wasn’t something that was talked about much, especially in CASPer country, but this company really was a family. You understood it even more if you read about the origins of the Golden Horde, which he had. 
 
    His thoughts wandered to Carrie, and he wondered what would happen between them. She’d been a merc long enough to know how it all worked, and it certainly wasn’t something he had planned. It was one of those things he couldn’t control, and he would just have to wait and see. The important thing he had to do was make sure whatever was growing between them did not distract either of them from their work. His eyes popped open as he realized that’s exactly what was happening. He should be focused on programming software interfaces for new sensor inputs. 
 
    As he pushed up to make his way back to his quarters, he nodded to himself. Six more days in hyperspace and lots to do. Thankfully, most of the software work for the contract had been completed before departure, as his team had promised. He still needed to do a final review and run some simulations to debug it all, but he felt sure it would be fine.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When he arrived back at his quarters, he immediately got to work on the weapons automation software. He had requested and received a powerful computer station that could run the simulations he’d need. It was located in the Communications Room of the ship, but he could easily tap into it from his quarters.  
 
    Before he ran the simulations, he decided to go through the code. He wanted to double-check and make sure any code that was completely custom for the Golden Horde was gone. With a quick thought, he set up a virtual ‘do not disturb’ on his comms to inform anyone trying to reach him that, unless it was an emergency, it would have to wait. Of course, it could easily be overridden by anyone senior to him, but it might stop some of the things that really could wait. 
 
    He spent several hours going through the code, and, in the end, he was satisfied. It looked like it would work significantly better than anything sold on the open market with similar defense systems, without giving away any of the Horde’s secrets. The biggest difference was removing any need for—or even any mention—of pinplant interfacing. Anyone with eyes could see the members of the Golden Horde had four of them, but the advantages they gave were very much protected secrets. The next thing he’d have to do was run it through a simulation to be sure the code could handle things like it was supposed to.  
 
    The software would link in with the command and control systems they’d be installing, but it was completely separate; that way, a failure in one system wouldn’t stop the other from working. Markus didn’t like single points of failure. Even with this particular system, if one thing failed, there was something else that would pick up the load. It might lose some efficiency, but it would still work. If all else failed, every defensive platform they set up could be disconnected from the network with the press of a button and be manually crew-served or—in many cases—handled by a single person. Lasers, MACs, and rockets could be manually aimed, and heat-seeking missiles pointed in the direction of something hot. Even a Zuparti couldn’t screw that up…he hoped. He hooked in with his pinplants, wanting a direct connection for this type of simulation, and got to work testing the software under every circumstance he could think of. 
 
    After spending the rest of the day on simulations, he was satisfied the software for the wall-mounted defense systems was ready…next was the command and control software, but that would have to wait until tomorrow. He realized that, once again, he hadn’t eaten anything all day and decided to go get something. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he made his way through the ship, he deactivated the block on his comms and saw a few people had tried to reach him. Several were the work team for the CASPer project, and he assumed it must not have been that important since they didn’t have it overridden. One was curious though; it was from Lieutenant Quinn, his former platoon leader. He decided to reach out to him after he’d gotten some chow, and he continued on his way. 
 
    He entered the nearly empty galley and grumbled to himself. He hadn’t checked the time, and it was well after normal dinner hours. He shrugged to himself and headed over to the autochef and punched in a steak and potato. It wouldn’t be great, but it would fill the growing hole in his belly. While he waited, he heard a familiar voice call out, “Hey, Spartan!” 
 
    He turned to see Lieutenant Quinn leaning against the far wall of the galley and waved. Once it was ready, he grabbed his food and headed over, sitting down across from Hazard. “I saw you tried to reach me; sorry, I was deep in some code for the contract.” 
 
    Quinn grinned. “It’s okay, Spartan. Major King briefed me on your little project, since it will have to be deployed on contract to really test it out. We’re factoring that into the orders and schedule once we’re planet-side.” 
 
    “Hell, I haven’t even had time to get to that yet…still finishing up the software we’re handing over to the Zuparti when we get planet-side.” 
 
    Quinn nodded. “Congrats on the promotion, too, by the way.” 
 
    Markus smiled and shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m still not quite sure how I earned it.” Markus felt comfortable talking to Hazard about pretty much anything, given everything they’d gone through in the past.  
 
    Hazard shrugged. “Ours is not to question why, trooper. You got it, so someone thought you deserved it. Now you just have to make sure you earn it, if you have any doubts.” 
 
    Markus nodded, staring at his meal for a moment before cutting a bite of the ‘steak.’ “Not a trooper anymore.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Once a trooper, always a trooper. I saw your latest range scores, Spartan. I’d take you by my side any day.” 
 
    Markus grinned around a mouthful of food and nodded. 
 
    “Speaking of which…you realize you’re going to be the one taking your new toy out for trials, right?” 
 
    Markus swallowed and nodded again. “Yeah, I kinda figured that. I wouldn’t want anyone else to risk themselves in it, anyway.” 
 
    “I knew you’d think that way. When do you think it’ll be ready for field trials?” 
 
    Markus barked a laugh. “You should see it now. I’ve never seen a CASPer stripped down to the core structure before. I honestly don’t know. We still have a lot to figure out.” 
 
    Hazard took a sip of his coffee while Markus continued to eat. “So, we have this jump to finish, time in some backwater system, and then another jump to our contract. Figure you’ve got at least two weeks. Be ready when we drop?” 
 
    Markus considered for a moment. “Hopefully. Everything might not be ready, but we should be able to button it up and put it in the field with what we have. I doubt it’ll be ready for a HALD deployment, though.” HALD—high-altitude, low-deployment—drops were something no trooper liked but had to do at some point. 
 
    Hazard waved a hand dismissively. “I seriously doubt that’ll be necessary for this deployment. We’ll ride down nice and comfy in the dropships. I’m going to put you with Brandon Johnston’s squad for your field tests. Have you met him?” 
 
    Markus shook his head as he continued to eat, each mouthful reminding him of how hungry he had gotten. 
 
    “He’s fairly new to the Horde, but he’s got experience. Came over with a good recommendation from some small-time company on Earth that folded after a bad contract. We tested him out and immediately gave him his own squad. The men like him, and he’s solid. When you get some time, I’d like to get you two together so you can fill him in on what you’ll be doing.” 
 
    Markus nodded and put his empty package into the recycler. “I can do that. How about tomorrow around lunch? I’ll be working on the software for Zuparti C&C, and it’ll force me to take a break.” 
 
    Hazard chuckled. “Okay, I’ll let him know.” 
 
    Markus sighed, looking over at the autochef as he considered a second helping. 
 
    Hazard chuckled. “Don’t stuff yourself, Spartan. You should probably get some sleep. I assume you still overwork yourself and forget about food, sleep, and other little things like that?” 
 
    Markus grinned. “Guilty as charged. Guess I’d better get some rack time.” 
 
    Hazard stood and extended his hand. “Good luck, Spartan.” 
 
    Markus stood and shook it. “Thanks. I think I’m going to need it.” He looked at the autochef longingly one more time, then went back to his quarters to get some much-needed sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     The next day Markus started immediately on the C&C software for the contract and spent the morning going through the code. He was about to start running simulations, but then noted he was supposed to meet with Lieutenant Quinn and the new squad leader he’d be working with. 
 
    He commed Hazard, who answered immediately. “What’s up, Spartan?” 
 
    “Just taking a break…is Johnston available to meet up?” 
 
    “Yep, I’ve been waiting to hear from you. Meet you in the squad bay?” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Markus walked down to Hazard’s squad bay. Seated there was Hazard, of course, and someone who was just as tall and muscular as Markus himself. The second man, who must be Johnston, stood and snapped a salute. 
 
    Markus returned it, then said, “Take a seat.” 
 
    The trooper nodded and sat. Markus appraised him quickly. He definitely had the look of someone who had spent plenty of time in a CASPer. It wasn’t something that could be explained, but it was something a trooper could see in another trooper. 
 
    Hazard nodded from his seat. “Spartan, meet Staff Sergeant Brandon Johnston. His callsign is ‘Irish.’” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Irish,” Markus said.  
 
    “You too, sir.” 
 
    Markus waved a hand. “Spartan is fine, please.” 
 
    Johnston nodded.  
 
    “So, Spartan, I brought Irish here up to speed on the basics of your little project and what you’re looking to do.” 
 
    Markus looked at Irish. “What do you think?” 
 
    The trooper tilted his head and considered his answer before he spoke. “I think it could either save a lot of lives or get you killed.” 
 
    Markus looked at Hazard, who had a grin on his face, then back to Irish. “Well, I suppose that’s true. Then again, that’s pretty much the case every time we climb into a CASPer, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s fair, sir. Either way, I’ll be happy to have your back while you test it out.” 
 
    “Good. Very good. I’ll clear you to drop by our section of the hangar if you want to take a look.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I might take you up on that. There’s still plenty of work to do in the sims to get the squad working together the way I’d like, though.” 
 
    Markus glanced at Hazard, then nodded at Irish in approval. “Good man. Just let me or Hobo know if you want to drop by. I’ll probably schedule some time during the next jump to join you and your squad to get used to everyone in it, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Sounds good, sir. Ah, so you’re why Hobo isn’t around to work on my mech?” 
 
    Markus laughed. “You didn’t tell him?” 
 
    Hazard shook his head. “Nope. I wanted you to be the one to tell him why he didn’t have his maintenance chief. I just told him Hobo was busy.” 
 
    Markus smirked and muttered, “Asshole.” 
 
    Hazard nodded. “As if you didn’t already know that.” 
 
    Irish seemed to be doing his best not to laugh. 
 
    Markus rolled his eyes and grinned. “Okay, I’m sure you two have things to do, and I know I do.” He stood to leave. 
 
    “One more thing, Spartan,” Hazard said, stopping him. 
 
    Markus turned his head back. “Yes?” 
 
    “Don’t forget to eat…” 
 
    Markus shook his head as he left. “Asshole.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Markus went through the code and spent several hours testing the command and control software in simulated environments. At the end of it all, he was satisfied his team back on Earth had done a perfect job getting everything ready for their clients. He spent the rest of the day continuing to run simulations on both systems, tying them together and testing their failsafe systems—basically doing everything he could think of to try and break them. 
 
    After a night of sleep, it was time to get to work on the CASPer systems. He pulled out his slate and opened the primary source code that made the CASPer work. It was, without a doubt, some of the most complicated code he’d ever looked at. Much of it was custom to the Golden Horde, and those were some of the parts he was about to dive into. He’d received the information on the additional sensors that were being mounted by Specialist Kawa, and he’d have to adjust the code to account for the new angles and factor it all in to create a virtual 3D overlay that made sense.  
 
    Somehow, Specialist Kawa had been able to engineer the space for more sensors without sacrificing anything. It would make the mech a bit heavier and draw more power, which would cut the operating duration of the CASPer, but Markus was willing to accept that as well, especially if it meant not having to lose armor. It would be a few more days until they were ready to do a full, powered-up test, and he wanted to have the code ready by then.  
 
    That done, he settled himself into what could only be called a trance. He saw the slate and the lines of code flowing across it, but he really didn’t see it. In his mind, the full power of his pinplants kicked in, and he started re-writing the sensor suite software for the CASPer.  
 
    As it always had been, programming was done with lines of code. Contrary to what the old science-fiction movies showed, there was no nice-looking 3D display of boxes to connect, or any of that junk, which was laughable to a real coder. As fast as he could think, code was changed, each modification with a quick comment indicating why he changed it, in case someone else ever had to look at it—which was likely. He was good, but even he made mistakes, and he’d be shocked if it worked the first time it booted up. 
 
    The number of factors to consider was quite large; he had to look at the number of sensors, where they were placed, exactly what quadrant they would cover, how much power they used, and the sensitivity required of each sensor. All of that had to be taken into consideration to present the troopers in the CASPer with a perfect rendering of the environment around them so they could identify which things were of interest. He added in markers for allies; it was decidedly bad to accidentally shoot your squad mate, after all. Because of the purpose of this CASPer, he also wrote in transmissions systems so the finished displays could be pushed to any given network from the squad level up to the one they ran at base. 
 
    After spending most of the day on it, he felt that he had gotten as far as he could without actually loading it into the CASPer and booting it up. After running several debugging sweeps and compiling the code, and he had it ready to load. He stored the software in his slate and put it in a sleeve mounted to the bulkhead of his quarters.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Zuparti Base Camp, Planet Kelfor-6 
 
    Terax observed with some amount of pride as the base took shape. There had been no more tremors, which made him perfectly happy. Pre-formed concrete slabs were being moved into position to form the base of the new buildings which would be erected. The first would be a more permanent structure for housing, then the main control center for transport shipping. Several containers of necessary materials waited, and shuttles landed every few hours delivering more. It was only a couple of weeks until the Golden Horde would arrive to start constructing their defenses, and he was anxious. 
 
    They had discovered that one of the native bug species on the planet had an appetite for metal and had started eating holes in the temporary buildings they had set up. They found this out the hard way when it rained, and their roofs had developed enough small holes that no one was able to stay dry. Suret had a bit of experience with entomology and was looking into the problem. It was an odd hobby, but Terax hoped it would pay off.  
 
    Suret had captured some of the bugs and learned that they had some sort of ferrophagic bacteria in their stomachs. Similar to the microbes in the gut of a termite that allowed it to break down cellulose into simpler molecules, the ferrophagic bacteria broke down the metal. Suret was experimenting with the bugs to either develop a way to repel them or protect the metal. 
 
    Other than that, they’d had relatively few problems. While still quite paranoid about the local animals, they had yet to encounter a large predator, though logic told him there had to be one. There was always an apex predator, otherwise they would be overrun with smaller animals. Just the thought caused Terax to glance over his shoulders to make sure nothing was coming up behind him. Then a concrete slab was dropped accidentally, causing a loud boom, which sent every member of his team diving to the ground and covering their heads as they screeched loudly. 
 
    Panot, who was operating one of the heavy lifting machines, ducked his head. “Oops.” 
 
    Thankfully, there was no one under the slab when it dropped, but it would take hours to clear up the mess so that construction could continue. Terax made his way over to Panot, who was shivering as he sat in the cab of the lifting machine.  
 
    “Ummm…maybe you should go help clean up the mess you made?” 
 
    Panot nodded, reaching for the levers in the cab. 
 
    Terax waved his arms over his head. “No no no! No more! Go pick up the small pieces with your hands. Someone else will take over here.” 
 
    Panot chittered and dropped his jaw. “By hand?! That’ll take forever!” 
 
    Terax nodded. “Yes. You could have killed someone! Now get out of the machine!” 
 
    Panot complied and slunk over toward the mess with his tail wrapped around his leg. The rest of the crew slowly rose from the ground, glaring at Panot as he tried to go invisible. Another member of the crew jumped into the machine and used it to bring over a large container for trash, which was set safely down beside the broken concrete slab…but everyone stayed clear of it, just in case. 
 
    Terax shook his head and chittered to himself. Zuparti were not construction workers. Perhaps he could use some of the physical credits he had in the safe on the ship to pay the Humans to help them build their base, lest some of his crew get killed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After several hours of labor, the mess was finally cleaned up and construction resumed. Terax had hoped to have the building complete by the end of the day, but that was not to be. He decided to check on Suret’s progress and headed over to a tented area where he was set up. 
 
    As he did not want to send Suret into a panic, Terax walked around so he approached from the front and could be seen. Suret looked up as he drew near and put down the piece of metal he had been examining.  
 
    Terax trilled a greeting. “What news, Suret?” 
 
    “Well, the bugs haven’t touched the shuttles, so it has to be something with the heat shielding…or maybe the different metal…or maybe—” 
 
    Terax cut him off with an annoyed chitter. “So, you’re saying you still don’t know.” 
 
    Suret shrugged uncomfortably. “Pretty much. We can kill them with chemicals, but…well that combination of chemicals would probably kill us, too, eventually.” 
 
    Terax stared at him expressionlessly. “Then I suppose that’s not the optimal solution, hmm?” he asked. “Wait, I’m not breathing that stuff now am I?!” His eyes grew wide, and he held his breath and backed away. 
 
    “Well, no. Of course not!” Suret shook his head, chittering in annoyance. “I’m not that stupid.” 
 
    Terax let out the breath he had held. “Okay, so basically you’re telling me these damn things are going to keep eating our buildings?” 
 
    Suret nodded and pointed to a container where a dozen or so of the flying bugs were flitting around a piece of metal. “I’ve coated it with a resin to see if that will stop them; we should know in a day or two. If it does, we can patch and spray it over our structures to protect them for now. There’s another batch of them with an unprotected piece so I can track how long it takes them to eat through it.” 
 
    He pointed to another container, which held more of the bugs, and a thicker piece of metal. “That’s what our permanent structures are made of. They’ve been in there for a few days, and as far as we can tell, they haven’t even scratched it.” 
 
    Terax nodded. “Keep at it then. I’d really hate to see our permanent structures collapse around us after a year or two.” 
 
    Suret nodded emphatically. “That would be bad.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Carrie got up from her workstation and stretched as the next shift came in. Her team had found nothing more about the cryptic message they had decoded, nor had they seen anything they couldn’t crack.  
 
    Sergeant Aaron Clark came up to her. “Evening, Sergeant Baker. I took a quick look at the brief. We’ve got something new to look for?” 
 
    Carrie rolled her shoulders and nodded. “Yeah. We’re scouring for those key phrases and trying to find something to link it to, but nothing yet. Keep going through the traffic and see if anything else of interest pops up.” 
 
    Clark nodded and took the seat she had just vacated. “Will do, Carrie. Go get some rest.” 
 
    Carrie nodded and filed out with the rest of her team. Like most stations on board, the room was at least minimally staffed around the clock, in case something came up that needed them. She floated down the corridor, enjoying the zero gravity near the center of the ship. It was her first time in space, and it was fun if you didn’t think about the vacuum outside the ship’s hull. 
 
    She followed her team, who all seemed ready to eat; she was as well. After she made her selection and sat down, she looked around at the gathered crew; the grouping was large since it was a standard shift change time. She had sat in her cubicle on Earth for years, knowing what she did was important, but this really put it into perspective, and she now understood Markus’ passion for the work. Find the right piece of comm traffic, and you could save lives. Or take them, depending on what you intercepted. She knew, elsewhere in the ship, two companies of CASPer troopers were training, resting, or working on their mechs, getting ready to put their lives on the line for the contract. 
 
    She was also starting to understand Markus’ concerns about them both being here. They were both doing important work, and they couldn’t afford to be distracted. She reflected that she had looked forward to spending time with him after her shift was over but realized it probably wasn’t the best idea. Whatever it was, it would have to wait until they got back to Earth.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Markus woke early so he could hit the gym. It had been a few days, and it was the part of his routine from being a trooper he really missed when he didn’t get it. He made his way to the gym and got through most of his workout before an incoming comm request caught his attention. It was Carrie, and he accepted. 
 
    “Hey Carrie, what’s up? Just finishing up my workout.” 
 
    “Good morning. Just wondering if we could meet up for a few minutes before you started your day?” 
 
    He considered, sighing slightly as he headed out of the gym toward his quarters. “Sure, I’m about to clean up then go grab some breakfast. Meet me at the main galley in twenty?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    The channel closed, and he continued to his cabin to clean up. Dressed for the day and ready, he grabbed his slate and headed to the galley, wondering what he was about to walk into. He was busier than he’d figured already, and he knew it was only going to get worse. There just wasn’t time for anything personal on contract.  
 
    He arrived in the galley and looked around as he grabbed some water and something quick to eat. He saw that Carrie had beat him there and had her hand in the air to get his attention. He nodded and walked over. 
 
    She smiled as he sat. “Thanks for joining me.” 
 
    “Of course.” He tilted his head, a bit confused. “What’s up?” 
 
    She sighed. “You were right. Things are a lot different out here on ship on a contract.” 
 
    He nodded as he started to eat. Having conversations while he ate looked to be the new norm. 
 
    “I get it now. Why you were concerned back on Earth. Why you said you weren’t sure—” 
 
    He cut her off with a hand wave. “Carrie, I—” 
 
    She groaned. “Would you let me finish?” 
 
    He blinked and nodded, figuring his best course was to continue to eat. 
 
    “Thanks. Look, I just wanted to let you know that I get it, and…whatever this is between us, well, it’ll have to wait until we get back to Earth, right?” 
 
    He considered her for a moment and then smiled a bit sadly. “Didn’t take long for it to get to you, did it?” 
 
    It was her turn to look confused. “What to get to me?” 
 
    “The work. What we actually do. It’s one thing sitting in a room on Earth, but it’s another thing when you’re out here, isn’t it?” 
 
    She looked down at the table for a moment, then looked back up at Markus and nodded. “I always knew what we did was important, but out here…” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled. “Trust me, I know.” 
 
    “And you’re going to have to be out there, aren’t you? In a CASPer?” 
 
    He considered for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded. “Then you’d better get to work, and so should I.” 
 
    Markus finished the last bite of his breakfast and chugged the last of his water before nodding. “Indeed so, Sergeant. We’re counting on you. I’m counting on both you and your team.” 
 
    She smiled, nodded, and left the table without another word, then headed out of the galley. 
 
    Markus let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d held and policed up his trash before he also headed out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus walked into the conference room beside the CASPer hangar and got right to business. “Okay, status reports?” 
 
    Specialist Kawa spoke up first. “Sir. I’ve fit in all the new sensors I can without losing anything or risking the integrity of its structure. I estimate we’ve doubled the sensor capacity and increased the sensitivity by several factors. I’m not sure if it’ll get up to the levels you want, but that’s the best we can do without removing things or putting arrays on the outside of the armor, which I highly recommend against.” 
 
    A model of the CASPer appeared on the Tri-V projection in the middle of the table, slowly turning. Several areas of the mech were highlighted in red. “The red areas indicate where I’ve added sensor receivers.” 
 
    Markus leaned back in his chair. “I’m impressed, Kawa. What’s the down side? I assume there has to be one, or we’d put these sensors on every CASPer we have.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, there is. Power. The additional draw of these will cut the operational time and range of the mech by about seven percent. It’s exponential with each new receiver we put in, and that accounts for any extra power the computers might draw. We might be able to get away with it on the other scout models, but I doubt it. There’s no way we’d want to try it on the heavier combat models. There’s also a bit of a weight difference. I know it might not seem like it, but sensors are actually pretty heavy when you start to add this many and then network them all together. This will also affect how it flies, too.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Good work, Specialist. How much more does that get us?” 
 
    Kawa shrugged. “Honestly, sir, we don’t know for sure. The only way we’ll know is to turn it on and try it. Hell, it might even be too much, and the signals might interfere with each other, but we think that’s unlikely. We do know you won’t want someone standing in close proximity to this particular CASPer without some kind of shielding, though. The emissions from this thing could very well cause some problems.” 
 
    Markus arched a brow. “Problems?” 
 
    “Well sir, not only does it generate a strong electromagnetic field, but it also uses radio frequency radiation. At these levels, it may be dangerous with long-term exposure.” 
 
    “May be?” 
 
    Kawa had to shrug again. “Again, this is new. We’ve never had so many sensors on a single mobile platform like this.” 
 
    “So basically, it’s something else we won’t know until we button the suit back up and turn them all on.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Specialist Burke, how does it look on the drones?” He turned his gaze to her. 
 
    She leaned forward. “We did some testing yesterday. Most of our stock drones, even without modification, can detect a laser communication if they’re directly in the line of it; they just don’t know it because they’re not programmed to look for it. They’re built for visual surveillance; nothing else.” 
 
    Markus rubbed his chin and nodded. “Can I get to the code?” 
 
    “Well, that’ll have to be cleared by the boss. I know I don’t have access to it.” 
 
    “Okay, noted. I’ll see what I can do about that…but you think that, given modifications, they could be used to report back that they’d detected a laser transmission?” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Okay, well that’s something at least…though I don’t look forward to the idea of trying to figure that out.” 
 
    The entire group chuckled at the look on Markus’ face. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Steph, launching system?” 
 
    She shook her head, and her black-braided hair swung back and forth behind her head. “It’s all too much. Anything we could use to launch the drones would likely destroy or at least compromise the drones or the electronics in them. They’re small, sensitive platforms, and they’re not meant to be projected that fast. We could try modifying the hardware, but I think it would be a waste of time.” 
 
    “Understood. So that idea is basically dead.” Markus sighed, clenching his jaws for a moment. 
 
    “Not necessarily…” Volk said absently as she stared off into space. 
 
    Hobo squinted at her. “I know that voice…what’s the brainstorm?” 
 
    She seemed startled, and her eyes focused again. “Oh…I just.” She took a deep breath. “What if we adjust the bracket, and just mount the entire crate to the CASPer?” 
 
    Hobo blinked, and Markus sat back to let the crew work it out. Hobo said what everyone was probably thinking. “What?” 
 
    “Seriously…The drones pretty much launch themselves, don’t they?” She looked over at Burke. 
 
    Burke nodded. “Sure. Give them a job, and they go do it.” 
 
    “Okay, so we just mount the crate, give you a way to pop it open, and let the drones fly out to where you want them to go.” 
 
    Hobo leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “Hell, why not just make the whole crate so you can just grab it off your shoulder, set it down, and open it up? That way we could technically still have a MAC on the shoulder to spring up and wouldn’t have to do any fancy wiring to the crate itself.” 
 
    Volk quickly followed. “And put small explosive bolts to jettison it if things really went to shit. A few might break on impact, but most of the drones would still be useable. It could be triggered by the same signal that rotates the MAC into place in case of emergency.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Kawa said. “You’re saying you want to put a mounting bracket on the bottom of a crate of drones, and just pop it up on the shoulder of the mech?” 
 
    Volk and Hobo both nodded. 
 
    “And also have a MAC on the same shoulder, and if the trooper sends a signal to bring the MAC up, it jettisons the crate, or the trooper is able to pull the crate down manually and just open it?” 
 
    Volk and Hobo nodded in unison again. 
 
    “You’re nuts!” 
 
    Markus grinned. “I take it you’ve never worked with Hobo or Volk before…” 
 
    Kawa shook his head. 
 
    “Well. They’re both certifiable, but they’ve been working on my CASPers for a while, so if they have an idea, I want it tried out.” 
 
    Kawa ran his hand through his close-cropped hair. “Yes, sir…we’ll take a look at the specs and see what we can do. No promises though.” 
 
    Markus raised his hands in surrender. “That’s all I can ask. Take a look, give it a try, and see where we go from there.” 
 
    Burke cleared her throat, and everyone turned their heads to look at her. 
 
    “There’s one thing to consider, sir. Well, several I’m sure.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that, but go ahead.” Markus frowned slightly. 
 
    “The cost, sir…These drones are, well, pretty expensive, and we only have one crate each of two different models for testing purposes. There are more, of course, for use planet-side…but…” She shrugged. 
 
    Hobo laughed. “Oh, don’t worry. We’ll be testing with empty crates and load them down with something to make up the weight. If,” he glanced at Kawa, who nodded, “we get the system to work, only then would we try it with real drones. None of us want the major or the colonel coming down to visit. But consider this. We’ve already been given a CASPer to play with. I think the boss wants this to work.” 
 
    Everyone at the table seemed to sober a bit with that thought. Markus used the silence to wrap things up. “Okay, so we have a few things to look at. It should come as no surprise that I was told yesterday that I’ll be the person taking this particular CASPer out for testing.” 
 
    Hobo and Volk both nodded and looked worried. 
 
    He turned his focus to them. “It was Hazard I talked to. He’s got some new squad leader he’s going to send me out with named Brandon Johnston. Either of you heard of him?” 
 
    Volk and Hobo both nodded. Volk spoke up. “We used to work on his CASPer. He came in from some small outfit that folded. Based on the handling I’ve seen, he seems pretty competent. Maybe not as good as you, but still pretty good.” She grinned at the last. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Flattery still won’t get you a bonus.” 
 
    She and Hobo both chuckled as Markus stood to end the meeting. 
 
    “Okay folks get to it. I think we all have plenty to do. Let’s say…three days, and we’ll meet up again. If you need me in the meantime, just let me know. Otherwise, I’ll be holed up in here or in my cabin working on the sensor interface code and seeing if I can get my hands on the drone code.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back in his quarters after he ate lunch, Markus sat down and opened a comm channel to Major Megetu Enkh, who accepted. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Spartan?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Major. I need to get access to the source code for the surveillance drones my team has.” 
 
    “Hmm. For what purpose?” 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can modify the code so the drones can recognize when they fly through a tight beam laser communication stream and report it back.” 
 
    “Interesting…Okay, I’ll release the code for your access. You understand that it’s not to be shared out, even with your team?” 
 
    “Of course. Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    The channel closed, and Markus received a notification he had new files ready for his access. He muttered to himself, “Well, that was easy.” Now comes the hard part. 
 
    He downloaded the files to his pinplants. The files were now stored in his memory, so they would always be with him. 
 
    He opened the source code and started going through it, using the display on his slate to force himself to slow down a little. This would not be easy at all. Taking a deep breath, he set his comms to reject any request that wasn’t an emergency, then he fell into what he considered his ‘code mode’ and got to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Computer Operations, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    Corporal Enkh, formerly a member of Markus’ team, opened a channel to Major Good. “Sir, you’ll want to see what we just picked up.” 
 
    A moment later, Major Good stood at her shoulder. “What do you have, Corporal?” 
 
    “Sir, we intercepted more traffic about Kelfor-6. Something about a base being set up and supplied.” 
 
    Good crossed his arms over his chest. “Our base?” 
 
    “No sir, it mentions a name I’m not familiar with. General Betreth?” 
 
    Good grimaced. “Besquith. He’s good. Runs an assault mercenary company based on Bestald, the Besquith home world. We had a run-in with him a few years ago, where we got the better of him. Any details?” 
 
    Enkh shook her head. “No, sir. It’s short, obviously meant for someone who knows what’s written between the lines.” 
 
    Good sighed. “If Betreth is waiting for them, they’re in for a pretty big fight. Have we received anything else from the Zuparti?” 
 
    “No, sir. Nothing since the contract confirmation, but that’s not surprising. It’s at least two jumps away depending on the route.” 
 
    “Any warning we send would get to them...” He consulted the schedule. “About a week after our group arrives, and that’s assuming any ships actually enter that system to drop it off. Let’s go ahead and send a warning through the Net, though. Better to try and fail than not try at all.” 
 
    Enkh nodded. “I assumed you’d want to do that and already have it drafted. I’ll send it to your queue, so you can add anything you want and transmit.” 
 
    “Good job, Corporal. Keep on it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Good walked away from her station, frowning slightly as he added his signature to the message and sent it off. If Betreth was already on Kelfor-6, then either their clients lied, which was unlikely given the contract terms, or they were well hidden. Either option meant bad news for the Golden Horde. Thankfully, Colonel Enkh herself had gone along on this contract, so at least there was that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Specialist Kawa stood with crossed arms and looked at the stripped CASPer. A Tri-V display showed the same thing projected from the work table beside him. 
 
    Specialist Volk walked up beside him and broke his reverie. “Are we ready to start putting it back together?” 
 
    Kawa nodded. “Yep. I’ve fit every new sensor on it that we can, and I can’t think of anything else we need to add, at least to the bottom half. I’m still thinking about this whole drone crate launcher being in the way of the MAC.” 
 
    Volk nodded. “Okay, let’s get started on what we can get done then.” 
 
    Kawa glanced around. “Where’s Sergeant O’Borne?” 
 
    Volk shrugged. “Got called away to oversee an issue with another CASPer. He should be back later.” 
 
    Kawa nodded. “Okay, let’s get to it.” 
 
    Over the next day, while the rest of the team worked on their own areas of the project, Volk and the rest of the maintenance team, under Kawa’s direction, put the armor back on the new design up to the waist. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Cole, who was in charge of the transport ship, leaned back on his command couch on the bridge. There wasn’t much for him to do in hyperspace, other than make sure the hyperspace generators didn’t fail and drop them into…whatever “great beyond” existed there. 
 
    Colonel Enkh walked onto the bridge. “Everything good, Captain?” 
 
    Cole nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We should be coming out in…whatever the hell that system is called, in three days.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. She didn’t like going into the unknown, but she had to at least try to track down the buoy. Plus, she’d brought along some physical credits and planned to make a stop at the stargate to find out who had been in and out of the system.  
 
    “Good. Once we arrive, we’ll check out the coordinates we have for the buoy. Then I’ll want to take a dropship to stargate control on our way out and have a little chat with the gate master.” 
 
    Cole rubbed his chin. “You know, I’ve been checking, and this system isn’t listed as active in the Cartography Guild’s database. Who knows what kind of people they have manning the gate here.” 
 
    Sansar grinned. “That’s what I’m counting on, Captain. Very likely it’s someone who got exiled here and won’t turn down a few credits for some information.” 
 
    “Or maybe someone who shoots first and asks questions later.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If that’s how they want to play it, we can go that way, too. We know that whoever has been in and out of this system has had information about at least two of the Horsemen. Given that, I don’t particularly care how they want to go. I’ll get the information I want one way or another. I’m sure we have a few people on board who could hack their computer if necessary.” 
 
    “Isn’t that risky, ma’am? Pissing off the Cartography Guild?”  
 
    “Being a merc is risky, Captain. Besides, anyone out here at the ass end of nowhere like this has already pissed off people and will probably welcome the opportunity to get a few more credits. I doubt they will complain to the guild.”  
 
    Still, she understood his concern. The Cartography Guild manned the stargates and could easily deny transit to any ships they wanted to. It would cause a ruckus, but what they said, went. Each stargate had a control station. For level three stargates, which she assumed was what the system would have, the control stations were small—not much bigger than a ship. There would be no docking area, and they would have to use a dropship to mate up with the station. 
 
    Cole nodded. “We’ll be ready, ma’am.” 
 
    “I know you will, Captain. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus leaned back and rubbed his eyes. He’d been working on the code for the drones for several days, although he’d set alarms for himself to make sure he ate and slept and got in one visit to the gym to work out. He’d finished the code and started simulations to see if it would work, but there was only one way to find out for sure, and that was to update a drone and test it. Now he just had to work out the rest of the sensor software for the additional sensors Specialist Kawa had added after his last update.  
 
    He sent a quick communication to his team, letting them know to be in the hangar first thing the next morning to start testing. He noted they only had two days before they emerged from hyperspace and got back to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They’d finished getting the armor on the CASPer, and Kawa looked around, confused. “Where the hell is the canopy and chest armor?” 
 
    Volk shrugged. “Hobo said he had something he wanted to do with it, so he moved it out last night. Said he’d have it back by the time we all meet up with Spartan tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Kawa threw his hands in the air. “Well that’s just great.” 
 
    She laughed. “Hobo has his own way, and he considers this his mech, just as much as Spartan’s assault CASPer. Get used to it.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s look at this drone launching system you’ve come up with.” 
 
    She nodded and led him over to her work bench, where she had an armored crate sitting on its side. She indicated the mounting system she’d welded to the bottom of the crate. “Here. It’s the same mounting system we use for rocket launchers or MACs. I’ve added a sensor that will detect a MAC mounting signal and jettison the crate. When it jettisons, the top will fire these explosive bolts on the hinges and lock, and it will let the drones fly.” She turned the crate so he could see the top as she was talking. 
 
    Kawa rubbed his chin, turning the crate to look at it from every angle. “You know we’ll have to test that, right? I’m not too sure Captain Cole would like it if we tested explosive bolts on his ship.” 
 
    Burke walked up to the table, nodding. “That’s not your only problem.” 
 
    Volk and Kawa both turned. “What’s that?” they asked in unison. 
 
    “Well, the drones are manually activated. Spartan told me he wanted to start with the dragonflies, since they should fit in pretty well with the planet we’re going to, which makes sense. Here’s the problem.” 
 
    She held up what looked to all appearances like a real dragonfly from Earth. “See the little button on the top? That’s what activates them. There’s no way to just automatically make them fly.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no way for them to detect laser communication beams either,” Volk said. “Spartan’s a hell of a programmer; I’m sure he’s taken that into consideration.” She was a bit protective of Markus, having worked on his CASPer since they both joined the Golden Horde. She’d seen him move up from a front-line private to a squad leader. She had been there the last time he piloted his mech in combat, and she had worked on the mechs of most of the people who lost their lives that day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Brandon ‘Irish’ Johnston buttoned up his CASPer and selected the squadnet. “Okay squad, report in.” His squad was scheduled for training all day. He had a new private, thanks to one of his men who had a problem with zero gravity. The private had sustained a head wound and a broken arm trying to get to the galley on the first day in space, and now Irish needed to get the new squad member working as a part of the unit. 
 
    He got green lights from all but one CASPer. “Private Walker, is there a problem?” 
 
    “Fucking thing doesn’t fit right.” 
 
    Irish rolled his eyes and sighed. “We can have the maintenance crew look at it when we’re done. Things happen in combat; deal with it, and let’s do this.” 
 
    “Screw that!” 
 
    “Private Walker, you will get your ass into that CASPer and get buttoned up, or you’ll spend the next month polishing armor with a toothbrush!” He’d been warned that Walker was a bit of a spitfire. “You have exactly one minute to report ready, Private!” 
 
    Almost exactly one minute later, her status signal finally turned green. “Fine, I’m as ready as I can be in this piece of shit.” 
 
    “Private, if you have issues with being in a CASPer, I’m sure Lieutenant Quinn will be glad to find someplace else for you to be. Perhaps the ship’s maintenance crew needs someone to scrub toilets.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” He brought Lieutenant Quinn, who was at the sim control station, into the net. “Squad’s ready, sir.” 
 
    “That ready time needs work, Sergeant. I can’t have you on a ready five status if it takes your squad ten minutes to get buttoned up.” 
 
    Walker piped up. “Yeah, well this suit…” Irish squelched her comms. 
 
    “Apparently Private Walker has an issue with her CASPer setup. I’m sure we can get it fixed once we’re done today, sir.” 
 
    “Copy that, Irish. I’ll have someone from the maintenance crew waiting after the first sim. Okay, Staff Sergeant. Prepare to load up. I will load what our best estimate, based on intel from the Zuparti, is of what Kelfor-6 will look like. Zuparti are friendlies.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir. Squad prepare to disembark.” 
 
    Suddenly, thanks to the simulation software, each member of the squad saw a 360-degree representation of the inside of a dropship. Not only that, but they could feel it thanks to the manipulation of their sensory inputs through their pinplants. It was just like real life. The dropship hit the ground hard, and the rear ramp dropped. The squad executed a perfect deployment, except for Walker, Irish noticed. 
 
    “Walker, cover your sector!” 
 
    “Coming,” she said in a grouchy voice. 
 
    As soon as she exited the dropship, the ramp started to close, and the dropship powered up to take off. “Spread out and cover!” Irish ordered. He could see a few Zuparti cowering beside buildings; otherwise, they were surrounded by jungle.  
 
    The squad spread out as they had practiced, mostly, and Irish sighed to himself. Then he heard the telltale hypersonic crack! of MAC fire coming in. “Ambush! Scatter and fire at will!” 
 
    As if triggered by one person, everyone in the squad hit their jumpjets and moved out further from the dropship…well, almost everyone.  
 
    The first fire team, Sergeant Chris ‘Dusty’ Johnson, Corporal Mya Greer, Private Lia Stafford, Corporal Malachi Morton, and Private Ashley Black, accompanied by Johnston, executed perfectly. They landed closer to the Zuparti and formed a defensive line.  
 
    The second fire team fared almost as well. Sergeant Mohammed ‘Moh’ Bridges, Sergeant Hafsa ‘Happy’ Saunders, Corporal Charmain Essex, and Private Lauren Dunn executed their jumps, and landed further away, facing their best guesstimate on where the MAC rounds were coming from. Private Brigid Walker was a second late taking off and took two MAC rounds to the chest. Her mech immediately locked, and her comms were cut as she was now ‘dead’ in the simulation. Several others took hits but weren’t badly damaged. 
 
    The dropship took several rounds, as well, but appeared to still be in good shape as it started moving. Lasers and MACs from the dropship started firing into the jungle as it built up thrust to take off. 
 
    Dusty and Greer triggered their shoulder-mounted rocket launchers and fired a spread into the jungle over the heads of the second team. They coordinated their fire so it lashed the jungle at different depths. Irish triggered a few bursts from the MAC he carried on his right arm, hoping for a lucky shot, but otherwise conserving ammo. The remainder of the fire team held their fire until they had something to shoot at. Black, who was carrying heat seekers, brought up the rack on her shoulder and scanned the sky in case of air attack. The team, as one, kept moving to avoid being an easy target for the enemy. 
 
    Knowing the first team was behind them, the second fire team, minus Walker, stayed down and moved laterally once they landed. Moh and Dunn fired their own rocket salvos, but they weren’t coordinated with first team, so some of the rockets landed in the same places, which was a waste of limited ammo. The other members of the team scanned for enemy movement, waiting for something specific to engage. 
 
    Irish noticed something odd, just a moment too late. Checking the environment around him, he noticed that none of the Zuparti had moved to run away. He yelled into his comms. “Ambush behind, move away from the buildings!” Unfortunately for him, the message never went out. Just as he was about to transmit, his CASPer was holed by a heavy laser from a crew-served weapon on the roof of the building behind them. Before they could react, Greer and Black were down, as well, as the laser operator swept the laser across them. 
 
    Dusty took over as designated. “Fire from behind, spread out! Second team into the jungle and find them! Dropship One, we could use some CAS on the jungle here.”  
 
    “Dropship One copies, fire coming in six-zero seconds.” The dropship had lifted off, and it turned back toward the engagement. 
 
    With that, the first fire team triggered their jumpjets and vectored to get both the original ambush site and the buildings in front of them. As they flew back, Stafford triggered a long MAC burst onto the roof, taking out the crew manning the heavy laser. Irish was still able to see the overall picture of the battle, even though his comms were out and his mech was locked up, and he saw her fire her jets again instead of continuing down. He wondered what she was doing, then he saw her trigger a MAC burst to take out a second group of Besquith, just as their laser fired and nearly cut her CASPer in half. She’d probably known she was going to die but had taken out the other emplacement. Her CASPer fell lifelessly to the ground. 
 
    Dusty and Morton, the only two remaining members of the first fire team, trained their weapons on the building, waiting. 
 
    The second fire team triggered their jumpjets, moving forward toward the MAC fire they were taking. As they descended to where they were going to land, just short of the jungle canopy, Essex and Saunders chewed up the trees and anything in them with MAC fire. As they landed, Happy took three MAC rounds, one of which, the simulator determined, would have penetrated and taken his head off.  
 
    Bridges took a few rounds to the left arm, disabling it, but he was still combat effective, and returned fire with his MAC as the rest of second team waded into the jungle. The jungle was thick and overgrown, causing problems for the large CASPers. Dunn spotted a crew-served MAC and took it out with a slicing stream from the laser she carried, cutting the Besquith who manned it in half while Bridges used his MAC to take out another team of Besquith who were reloading. 
 
    “Dropship One, firing in three, two, one.” 
 
    Bridges, Essex, and Dunn crouched low in their CASPers as the dropship thundered overhead, spitting missiles and MAC rounds into the jungle. A half-second later, it seemed like the jungle exploded around them as dropship missiles hit the ground. 
 
    After a few moments with no more weapons fire, the simulation ended, and everyone was able to move and talk again. Quinn came over the comms. “Okay, everyone out and stretch, and let’s talk about what happened.” 
 
    One by one, the canopies opened as the troopers climbed out of their mechs and removed their helmets, gathering around Lieutenant Quinn without a word. Each of them was obviously already replaying the scenario in their heads, thinking about what they could have done differently. Irish frowned deeply, kicking himself for making assumptions about the landing zone. Quinn glanced over as Private Walker finally emerged from her CASPer. 
 
    “What in the fuck was that!?” she said before her feet hit the ground. 
 
    Irish turned around. “That’s enough, Walker. Shut up and listen.” 
 
    “Like hell I will! How am I supposed to go into combat with my cockpit digging into my—” 
 
    Irish, who rarely raised his voice, did. “I said shut up, Private!” His typically light skin, courtesy of his Irish heritage, flushed red. His voice echoed off the bulkheads of the room. 
 
     Walker froze, her mouth agape, and glanced between Irish and Quinn. “Who the fuck do—”  
 
    Quinn interrupted her and spoke in a cold, level voice. “That will be enough from you, Private. I suggest you head back to your bunk and remain there until further notice. The next time you leave your bunk you will be in front of a review board with the Major, where we will determine your future with the Golden Horde.” 
 
    She shook her head as if to clear cobwebs. “But it was my mech! It didn’t—” 
 
    It was Quinn’s turn to raise his voice. “I said that’s enough!” He pointed to the door. “Go.” 
 
    Specialist Volk, who had come to address the configuration problem, scratched her head, shrugged, and headed for the CASPer to fix it anyway. 
 
    The squad shifted awkwardly on their feet as Walker finally left and slammed the door behind her. Irish cleared his throat. “If I may, sir?” 
 
    Quinn took a deep breath, visibly getting himself back under control. “Go ahead, Irish.” 
 
    “First, I’d have to ask why a fly-by sweep wasn’t done before we landed…before we started the sim landing.” 
 
    Quinn nodded. “I was hoping you’d ask that. Good man. Let’s say it did, but its sensors didn’t detect anything.” 
 
    Irish was confused, he shook his head. “But dropship sensors are good enough to pick up anything, including life forms like Besquith, even if they’re under cover.” 
 
    “True, but what if they had a way of blocking or jamming them?” 
 
    Irish pursed his lips, and Dusty spoke up. “Do they, sir?” 
 
    Quinn nodded. “We’ve seen it before, Sergeant.” 
 
    Irish took over. “When, sir?” 
 
    “A little over a year ago on a contract, and it was used by Besquith.”  
 
    The entire squad nodded, understanding. 
 
    “Overall, what is your assessment, Staff Sergeant?” 
 
    Irish, who rarely spoke without considering what he was about to say, thought for a moment. “Based on the situation, I’d say the squad, with one obvious glaring exception, performed well, sir. First team did exactly what they were supposed to do in that situation. The rocket saturation looked good. Second team’s jump was also good, but their points of impact could have been better coordinated so ammunition wasn’t wasted. I also shouldn’t have wasted the MAC ammo when I had no target. I let adrenaline get the best of me.” 
 
    He continued after a moment. “Private Stafford, in particular, impressed me, sir.” He paused to look over and give her a nod of approval. “She could have landed and attempted to engage the second emplaced gun from the ground, or jumped a second time, which might have been a safer choice, but her action guaranteed that the weapon would be disabled. I wasn’t in a position to see second team’s actions after I was killed, sir.” 
 
    Quinn nodded. “Moh?” 
 
    “I think perhaps we should have spread out a bit more. We stayed close together, which is SOP for that kind of engagement, but it obviously didn’t work. Maybe alternated our jumps and given them more and varying targets to choose from, rather than being in a nice line for them.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, Quinn included. “Fair assessment. I’m not saying every scenario is going to be this nasty. But it might be. Being up against crew-served weapons on an initial drop absolutely sucks.” 
 
    “We survived,” Irish said. “But we lost too many people. I know that was our first run of the day, and we had a weak link, but that missing CASPer could just have easily been a mechanical malfunction, or an ambush as soon as the dropship dropped the ramp, so that’s no excuse.” 
 
    “Alright folks,” Quinn said. “Everyone take 30, grab some quick chow, and come back here. Staff Sergeant, stay behind, we need to talk.” 
 
    Everyone but Irish saluted and turned to leave once Quinn returned it. When they had all left the room and closed the door behind them, Quinn turned to face Irish. “You don’t have to tell me. There’s no way we can put her on the planet in a CASPer with that attitude. Unfortunately, that’ll leave you one down in your squad, and her actions, while insubordinate...” He left the rest unsaid and shrugged. 
 
    “I have confidence that my squad can cover just fine sir, but…” 
 
    Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Speak up, Staff Sergeant.” 
 
    “What about Spartan, sir?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head. “We can ask him…but he’s pretty busy on his own project right now. Not to mention…” 
 
    “Is there something I need to know, sir?” 
 
    “You remember I said we’d seen that trick before, where we didn’t detect Besquith because our sensors didn’t see them?” 
 
    Irish nodded. 
 
    Quinn spoke quietly. “Look, I really don’t like talking about this—it’s not my story—but it was Spartan’s squad. He was the only survivor. He took a hit but survived, though he was knocked out cold for most of the engagement. A second squad went to assist, but they were all lost as well. He transferred to intel after that, by choice. I wanted him back in a CASPer…he’s one hell of a trooper.” 
 
    Irish muttered. “Shit.” 
 
    “Exactly. Like I said, we can ask him, but I don’t think he’ll want to be on standard combat patrols.” 
 
    Irish shook his head. “No, sir. I wouldn’t even want to ask, knowing that. If he’s the kind of man I’ve heard about, he may well feel like he has to.” 
 
    Quinn nodded. “Very perceptive. Now, go grab yourself some chow and get back here. We have the whole rest of the day to drill.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    With one day left until the War Pony emerged from hyperspace, Markus’ full team gathered in the hangar with the experimental CASPer. As he looked around, he noted that the mech had its armor completely reattached, although he wasn’t sure about the chest armor and canopy, because that area was covered by a tarp. 
 
    Markus scratched his head. “Okay, I’ll ask. What’s up with the tarp?” 
 
    Hobo smiled. “Oh, just a little modification I had made for you, since you’ll be the only person crazy enough to actually get into this thing.” 
 
    Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Okay then, get on with it.” 
 
    Every member of the team glanced at each other. Apparently, they all knew what was there, and Markus was the only one in the dark. 
 
    Hobo walked over to the CASPer and tugged on the tarp, causing it to drift to the ground. The tarp falling was the only sound in the normally loud area. Markus inhaled when he saw what Hobo had done. Painted on the front of the CASPer was an ancient Spartan helmet profile surrounded by a circle, with words written around the top edge. ‘With Your Shield or On It.’ Markus swallowed hard and found himself speechless. Without even thinking, he walked over to the CASPer and ran his fingers over the canopy where he could reach. Few knew he was called Spartan because his lineage traced back to the ancient Spartan warriors. Fewer knew that quote, he imagined. Back then, it was a saying used by the mothers of Spartan warriors. It was preferred they came back on their shields, dead, rather than returning alive without them, which meant they were cowards and had run. 
 
    Hobo spoke, uncharacteristically softly for him. “I know it’ll be your first time back in the field…and, well, I also know what the saying actually meant. It took a while searching the Net, but I found it. Obviously, we don’t want you to not come back. The way I figure it…this new mech design is kinda like a shield for us folks back at the base, and the other CASPers you’re out with. Frankly, we’d like them all to come back with the shield. You.” 
 
    Volk cleared her throat. “We’ve also come up with a designation for this particular CASPer, if you approve.” 
 
    Markus looked at her, unable to speak. 
 
    “Hoplite.” 
 
    Markus nodded and cleared his throat, though he still sounded a bit froggy. “Approved.” 
 
    Hobo clapped, followed by Volk, and eventually the entire team joined in. 
 
    Markus swallowed again, trying to hide the fact that he had to wipe a tear from his eye. The team took that as a cue and moved off to their stations. All but Hobo and Volk, who walked up to join him at the CASPer. 
 
    Volk spoke quietly. “There’s one more thing, Spartan. No one else knows about it…” 
 
    Markus glanced at her and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She walked around to the storage compartment that was built into the leg of every CASPer and popped the door open. Markus and Hobo followed. She pointed at the inside of the door. On the door were the names, and where applicable, callsigns, of every trooper he’d lost in the ambush he was working to make sure never happened again. “They’ll always be with you, Spartan. We can take it off if you want…” 
 
    Markus shook his head and whispered, “It’s fine…thanks. I’ll be right back.” He walked out of the hangar to the conference room next door and closed the door behind him.  
 
    He sat and took several deep breaths. After he lost all those troopers, he got angry, upset, and frustrated, but never sad. Death was a part of being a merc, but he had never accepted it. He had never accepted that it was okay those people had died. He’d gotten beyond blaming himself. He’d reviewed the reports and the recovered footage enough to know it wouldn’t have mattered who was in his seat; the same thing would have happened.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back in the hangar, Volk and Hobo exchanged glances. “That might have been too much,” she said as she looked at the engraved names. 
 
    Hobo shook his head. “He’s just never really dealt with it. He’s a trooper, through and through. Always has been, and always will be. Death is a part of what he does; he knows that. Even though he didn’t get back into a CASPer, he stayed the course and stuck with the company. There’s lots of people who can’t even do that. Lots end up getting killed on their next contract because they refuse to admit they lost their edge. Spartan…I don’t think he ever lost his edge. He just didn’t want to face combat and take that responsibility.” 
 
    Volk nodded. “I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you say at one time.” 
 
    Hobo smiled. “Get back to work, Specialist. Let’s be ready to show him your shoulder-mounted monstrosity when he gets back.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and headed over to her work station to make sure everything was ready. 
 
    Hobo spoke up so everyone could hear. “Okay, everyone. Feely time is over. Be ready to show Spartan what you’ve got ready for him when he gets back!” 
 
    Specialist Kawa climbed up a gantry and double-checked the attachments for the MAC on the shoulder of the CASPer and the mounting bracket awaiting the crate modification. Specialist Burke started laying out a few dragonfly drones to be used for testing with Markus’ new code and made sure the small communications laser was primed and ready. Hobo grabbed a slate and opened the canopy of the CASPer, making the cockpit ready, then got the wires that were hooked to the mech’s computer system ready for Markus to hook into. The rest of the crew busied themselves with organizing and making sure everything was clear in case Markus wanted to move the CASPer a few steps for testing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, Markus came back into the hangar with his slate in hand. “Okay folks…let’s see what we have to work with. Let’s start with the drones. You have the dragonflies ready, Specialist Burke?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She gestured to three dragonfly drones on her workstation. 
 
    He nodded and walked over to the workbench. He picked up one of the dragonflies and turned it over, holding it under a high-power magnifying glass to get the serial number for that specific drone. He tapped it into the synching program on his slate and pushed the new software to the drone before setting it back down on the table. 
 
    “Well, here’s hoping I didn’t brick it.” 
 
    He tapped a button on his slate’s display, and the drone came to life, wings flapping until it took off and hovered about a foot off the table. 
 
    Burke and her team let out a collective breath. “Wow, sir. We didn’t know how you were going to get past the startup.” 
 
    Markus grimaced. “Well, it’s a bit of a hack for now, and it needs to be refined. The real problem is I can’t figure out how to update lots of drones with the new software all at once; they have to be done one by one.” 
 
    Burke nodded. 
 
    “Okay, let’s test out the laser detection…fire up the comms laser.” 
 
    A member of Burke’s team gave the thumbs up, and Markus programmed a search pattern into the drone via his slate. A few seconds later, the drone moved in a circular pattern, until it finally passed through the communications laser. There was a spike on Markus’ slate, which indicated it had detected the signal. Unfortunately, the drone also stopped flapping its wings, and fell to the table. 
 
    Markus sighed. “Well, the good news is it detected the signal and transmitted the detection. The bad news is that I’ve obviously got a problem somewhere in the detection subroutine.” 
 
    Burke seemed excited. “But you proved it can be done! The dragonfly can do what you want it to do!” 
 
    Her entire team looked impressed. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s true. Still…there’s more work to do there.” 
 
    “Sir, you did that in a few days. You have whatever time we spend in-system and then another jump to figure it out.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “That’s true. Thanks, Keana.” 
 
    Markus turned and headed over to Volk’s work station, still a bit dejected about the dragonfly failure. “Okay, Steph, what do we have for the deployment mechanism?” 
 
    She smiled up at him and gestured to the crate on the table. “That’s about it! All the hinges have been replaced with explosive bolts, and there’s one on the catch in the front as well. They’re theoretically strong enough to blow the cover off—even if the crate is laying on its lid—so the dragonflies can escape. There’s always the chance some will get damaged, of course, but it should still give you a large number to use.” 
 
    “How many?” Markus raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She shrugged. “We don’t know. We only have about ten to test with. Honestly, they’re not something we have in huge numbers.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I don’t suppose we have what we need on board to make more?” 
 
    Volk shrugged, but Burke spoke up from behind Markus. “It’s possible; we haven’t checked on that yet. We figured you’d want to get the software nailed down, then if we can produce more, we can have the software pre-programmed into them. Honestly, though, I have to say I doubt it.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Burke, check with Major Enkh in intel; she can tell you if it’s possible, I’m sure.” 
 
    Burke nodded. 
 
    “Okay, go on, Steph.” 
 
    She turned the crate back on its back side. “On the bottom, we’ve got a stable mounting system that will fit on the rail just like any other shoulder-mounted system. The difference is that it’s a breakaway system.” 
 
    She indicated a few points on the mounting hardware. “These points are designed a bit weaker than the rest, so that if the shoulder-mounted system cycles up, the crate will break off and fall out of the way…theoretically.” 
 
    “I’m assuming these…theoretical…items are things we can’t or shouldn’t test on the ship?” 
 
    She nodded. “You got it.” 
 
    Markus grimaced. “So basically, the biggest piece of what we want to do is something we can’t test until we’re planet-side?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose we could pass it up the chain to Captain Cole and see what he thinks?” 
 
    Markus considered and rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure who we’d talk to about that, but I’d like to get as much of the experimenting done while we’re in transit as we can. Let me think on that a bit.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Okay…” Markus turned toward the CASPer, its cockpit open and waiting. He saw the leads coming out, ready for the software update. “Let’s do the big part.” 
 
    As he headed over, he noticed two new faces standing behind Specialist Kawa, who snapped to attention and saluted. “We have new team members, Specialist?” 
 
    Kawa shook his head. “No, sir. They’ve been working on the project from the software side, so they didn’t need to be in here. They’ve reviewed your code updates and checked for obvious problems and didn’t see any. Just to be safe, we do have a kill switch hooked to the mech so that we can shut it down without delay, just in case.” 
 
    Markus nodded and held out his slate. “Okay, I’ll leave this part to the experts.” 
 
    Kawa grinned and nodded to the woman on his left. “Go ahead, Kiara.” 
 
    The woman took Markus’ slate with a nod and hooked it to the control panel in front of her, which was hooked into the CASPer. She was the vision of pure focus as she tapped the slate a few times and then looked up at the CASPer. “Should only take a few minutes.” 
 
    Markus nodded and waited as patiently as he could. “What’s our worst case here when we power it up?” 
 
    Kawa looked at him. “The power plant overloads and blows us all up.” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “No time for jokes, Specialist.” 
 
    “Not joking, sir. You asked the worst case. That’s the worst case every time you start up a CASPer.” 
 
    “Okay, given that I’ve only changed the code in the sensor input and output subroutines, which admittedly does draw more power, what is our worst case?” 
 
    Kawa considered. “High radiation output and power plant shutdown. That’s all I can think of.” 
 
    Kiara nodded as she continued to look at the slate. “Sounds right, sir. As Adam said, we do have an emergency shutoff ready that will let us kill the power plant, and we’ll do it without blinking if we think there’s a problem.” 
 
    Markus nodded and pitched his voice so it would carry through the room. “Okay, everyone except the essential personnel required for a power-up test, get out of the room. Take the rest of the day off, and we’ll resume after transition into the system.” 
 
    Everyone other than Hobo filed out of the room. He walked over to join the small group clustered around the CASPer. 
 
    Markus glanced over at him. “Hobo, get the hell out of here.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, sir. I’ve been beside you pretty much every time you’ve started up a CASPer; I’m not going to miss this one.” 
 
    “And if I make it an order?” 
 
    “Then you can write me up for disobeying a direct order, sir.” 
 
    Markus knew him well enough to know he wasn’t going to leave and sighed in resignation. “Okay then.” 
 
    “Knew you’d see it my way, sir.” Hobo grinned. 
 
    Markus rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, sir,” Kiara said. “Software update is complete. We’re ready when you are. We’ve set up a radiation shield over in the corner, and I can shut the CASPer down from there if we have to.” She indicated a cable running to a console behind the shield as she handed Markus his slate. 
 
    “You’ll need this, sir.” Hobo handed Markus his helmet, which he noticed had been painted to look like a Greek Spartan helmet.  
 
    Markus took the helmet and shook his head. “You’re too much.” 
 
    Hobo winked and headed over behind the shield with the rest of the team. 
 
    Markus took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, here we go.” He slid on his helmet and climbed up into the CASPer, stowing his slate in a pouch meant for that purpose. He got his arms and legs into the mech, finding it set up exactly like his regular mech. He attached the leads to his pinplants, opened a comm channel with the team, and looped in Volk as well.  
 
    “Good fit, closing canopy.” 
 
    The canopy closed and sealed Markus in.  
 
    Hobo spoke up. “Good for power-up.” 
 
    Markus flexed his wrist and the startup procedure executed. He had modified the startup so that only the regular sensors would come online, not the new ones. That was the first test. Displays came to life, and he waited so the techs could run their diagnostics. 
 
    “Looks like only the standard sensor suite came online. Good job, Spartan.” Kawa sounded surprised. 
 
    Markus grinned and reviewed the telltales on his displays. Everything looked exactly the way it was supposed to. Even he was slightly surprised. He reviewed the sensor output, and everything came back as expected. 
 
    “Okay, bringing secondary sensor suite online. Here goes nothing.” 
 
    He would have closed his eyes had they not already been closed. He commanded the new sensors to come online and waited. 
 
    After a few seconds, he saw the new sensor output, and then the CASPer suddenly shut down. He sighed as the canopy opened and detached the leads from his pinplants before climbing down and removing his helmet. 
 
    “Okay, so what happened?” He looked at the crew that approached from behind the shield. 
 
    Kawa shook his head. “The new sensors were drawing too much power. We didn’t run into a radiation problem, thankfully, but the limiters might have burned out, and that could have caused bad things to happen. I’ll have to pull it apart again to check everything by hand.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Okay, some bugs…it’s hard to get code right the first time.” 
 
    Kiara nodded. “Let our team look at it, sir. Since we knew what you’d be doing, we brought some of our software specialists who do the primary work reprogramming the base Binnig software for our mechs. Now that you have in what you want done, they can probably handle the rest.” 
 
    Markus frowned and rubbed his chin. He knew they probably didn’t really care for him playing with their software...but he was also a coder, and coders hated not being able to solve their own problems. On the other hand, they wrote the damn software to begin with, so they probably could more easily track down what he’d missed. 
 
    “Okay, let them have it. We’ll delay further power-up testing until they’re satisfied.” 
 
    Kiara and Kawa both looked relieved. “Thank you, sir. We won’t let you down.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I know. Thanks. Everyone take the rest of the day off. It’s been a busy week, and we should be going through emergence within the next few hours.” 
 
    Markus left the room and headed to grab some food, all the while thinking about the drone software and the limited number of drones he had to work with. He was frustrated the team hadn’t been able to bring more but getting mad wasn’t going to solve the problem. Even if he didn’t have enough for a full deployment—like he wanted—at least he could prove the concept. There were other airborne drones he could use, but they were too easy to take out. He liked the idea of something small that could blend in with the surroundings.  
 
    In theory, drones could be launched from the base, or dropships could be used to provide sensor coverage, but again, they were too easy to shoot down, and costly. The small drones weren’t exactly cheap, but they were cheaper than the fuel it took to keep dropships in the air running sensor sweeps, which is why they didn’t do it. That kind of tactic was more useful for assault companies. The Golden Horde, however, was usually defensive, and they were damn good at it. Typically, their transport ship would drop them on their contract planet and leave them there until the contract was over. He was sure this would be no exception, given the length of the contract. That meant he had to have everything he wanted when they landed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the briefing room were Major Talia King, who commanded the CASPer companies for this contract, Lieutenant Quinn, Staff Sergeant Johnston, and Private Walker. Major King and Lieutenant Quinn sat behind a table, while Irish was sitting in a chair off to the side and Private Walker was standing at attention in front of the table. 
 
    Major King began the hearing. “Private Walker, you stand before us due to an inability to control your temper, insubordination, and failure to obey orders.” 
 
    Hazard added, “I’ve spared you the usual routine of having the rest of your squad present for this little meeting. Frankly, I’ve got half a mind to put you on maintenance detail for the rest of the contract and ask the major to cut you when we get home. Or maybe just drop you somewhere on the way.” 
 
    Walker’s eyes grew wide, but this time she at least stayed quiet. 
 
    Major King resumed, “Lieutenant Quinn has a point, Private. We are the Golden Horde…not some two-bit merc company.” She glanced over to Irish. “No offense, Staff Sergeant Johnston.”  
 
    Irish nodded. 
 
    “Private Walker, I’d like for you to think very carefully about what you say next, as it will help me decide what to do with you. Please explain your behavior, lack of respect for your squad and squad leader, and the insubordination you showed during yesterday’s training simulation.” 
 
    Walker visibly clenched her jaws, as a bead of sweat rolled down from her hairline. She took a moment to close her eyes while they waited. After a moment she finally spoke. 
 
    “Sir. The cockpit of my CASPer was fu—” she stopped herself, then continued, “messed up. It was digging into my…crotch and made it hard to concentrate. There’s no excuse for how I acted. I sometimes kinda have a problem with my temper. Please, sir, give me another chance.” 
 
    “I see. Can you think of any reason that your cockpit might have been configured incorrectly?” 
 
    “I bet it was that bitch Volk,” she said, then bit her lip. 
 
     Major King frowned slightly. “And why, Private, do you believe Specialist Volk might have done that?”  
 
    “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was because you didn’t show up for the post-maintenance fitting you were scheduled for yesterday? The maintenance crew chief sent out a comm that everyone needed to show to verify fittings, and you failed to show up.” 
 
    “I…” Her eyes looked around the room, as if the perfect answer were written somewhere on the walls. 
 
    Hazard crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m honestly not sure what to do with you, Walker. Your range scores are decent, but your attitude sucks.” 
 
    “If I may, sir?” Irish stood and came to attention facing the major and lieutenant. 
 
    Major King nodded to Irish. “Go right ahead, Staff Sergeant. It’s your squad; you certainly should be heard.” 
 
    Irish looked at Walker in silence for a minute. “I’m willing to give her another chance, sir. If I understand correctly, that’s pretty much the history of the Golden Horde. Everyone deserves a second chance. Nothing she did got anyone hurt.” 
 
    Walker’s eyes widened. 
 
    “But,” Irish continued, “this would be the last chance I would personally offer. I think somewhere, deep down, there’s a decent trooper in there.” 
 
    Major King glanced at Quinn, who nodded once. Major King looked back to Irish. “Okay, Irish. Your squad, your choice.” She turned back to look at Walker. “Well? Do you think you can clean up your act?” 
 
    Walker nodded emphatically. “Yes, ma’am! I…I might just need some help, ma’am.” Her voice trailed off at the end. 
 
    “Well,” Hazard said, “I think that’s something we can arrange. Don’t you think, Staff Sergeant?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Irish nodded. 
 
    King considered Walker for several minutes in silence. “Okay, Walker. You’re back on duty, but this is your last chance. If I hear about even one more screw up, I’ll be personally drawing up your discharge papers to send to the colonel. Am I clear?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    “Good. From now until we arrive, you will spend every moment you aren’t training with your squad working with the maintenance crews. You need to understand that you are useless without a good crew to back you up, and when they say something needs to be done, it needs to be done. Now, learn to play nice with your maintenance crew, especially since most of them outrank you. And don’t get it in your head that you’re better than them because you’re a trooper. You should have known that before you got here, but now you know for sure. Isn’t that right, Private?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    “Very good, dismissed.” 
 
    Walker snapped a parade ground salute before she turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    With fifteen minutes until emergence from hyperspace, Colonel Enkh stepped onto the bridge. “Everything on schedule, Captain Cole?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Fifteen minutes to emergence. I was about to make the ship-wide announcement.” He opened a comm channel that broadcast to the entire ship. “All hands. Emergence in fifteen minutes. Battle stations!” 
 
    Throughout the ship, people prepared for emergence into an unknown system. Personnel who didn’t have a battle station strapped themselves into their racks for safety. Mechanics ran final diagnostics on the CASPers they were assigned to, and troopers headed toward the CASPer hangar. Weapons crews warmed up their weapons. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Uninhabited System 
 
    The War Pony emerged from hyperspace. On the bridge, the sensor team immediately began a full active sensor sweep of the area. There was no use bothering with passive; if anyone was going to ambush them, they’d be watching and already know the Horde was coming. 
 
    After a few moments, Captain Cole’s lead sensor technician reported, “No contacts, sir. System looks clean.” 
 
    Cole nodded. “Very well, let’s head toward the coordinates provided by intel.” He sent a message out to the entire ship. “Secure from battle stations.” Throughout the ship, people left their stations to get some rest, or to go back to whatever they were doing before emergence. 
 
    Half a day later, the ship came to a stop near where the buoy should have been. The sensor technician shook his head. “Nothing here, sir.” 
 
    Sansar moved up to stand beside Captain Cole. “Any traces of anything?” 
 
    The sensor tech leaned down, as if getting closer to the console would help him see better. “Nothing. If there was anything ever here, it’s gone now.” 
 
    Sansar sighed and grimaced. “Intel thought that might be the case. Okay, let’s head for the gate. Best time to come to a stop at the gate?” 
 
    Captain Cole looked to his navigator. “Susan?” 
 
    “I’d say about sixteen hours, sir, if we’re looking to come to a full stop.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Very well, send a message to notify the gate master that Colonel Sansar Enkh of the Golden Horde is requesting a meeting, and that we will need the stargate upon completion of the meeting.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll have that sent in a few moments.” 
 
    Sansar nodded and left the bridge, leaving Captain Cole and his crew to the business of getting her where she wanted to go. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After the all-clear came from the bridge, Markus made his way to the hangar where his new CASPer stood. The cockpit was open and ready, and he stared at the machine. He was alone, as he’d given his team time off until they transited back into hyperspace. He’d ordered them to work standard hours, but he knew they had likely worked lots of extra hours to make his vision a reality. He had sent his updated drone code over to the Binnig techs for review with Major Enkh’s approval. It wasn’t their code to begin with, but he didn’t want to waste another drone because of a simple programming mistake, and another set of eyes was never a bad idea. 
 
    Every program came down to logic and language, and those guys had both, just like he did. As long as you could get around the syntax of a particular programming language, it really didn’t matter where it came from or who wrote it. They’d promised to have both the updated CASPer software and the drone software back to him within a day, which would perfectly match the timeline he’d set up. 
 
    In approximately 24 hours, the team would reassemble here and test everything out again. If it all worked, they could start mounting weapons and Volk’s crate to make sure nothing interfered with the new sensor matrix. That would give them a few days of more testing before they arrived in the Kelfor system. The briefing said it would be about three hours from emergence to planetfall, and he wanted to be ready. He would ride down in his assault CASPer, get it stowed, and then fly back up to bring his ‘Hoplite’ down.  
 
    He considered the name. It wasn’t really accurate, as a Hoplite was a front-line warrior…but he supposed on the modern-day battlefield, any CASPer could end up on the front lines. He reconsidered and nodded to himself; Hoplite was fine. 
 
    He walked around the mech and considered its deployment. He knew they’d send him out with a squad, but this particular mech was really meant to be alone. The trooper in this mech—him for now—would be in a bit of extra danger as the increased signal the sensors put out could be seen by anyone searching for it. He was glad he hadn’t had to sacrifice anything other than some operating time in order to get everything he wanted…but that assumed it all worked when it was powered up.  
 
    Once it was a proven concept—if the company decided to actually use the design—it would likely be designed to be dropped away from a base and have it make its way back, deploying drones along the way. There were other types of drones that could be used, of course, and he could address that when the time came. It would definitely benefit from the extra jump juice that the base scout CASPer carried, which is what his modifications were built on, since his vision saw the CASPer being deployed from the air by a dropship. 
 
    He knew that the prospect of this design making it to regular use and being a part of the Horde’s battle plan was years away—if at all—even if the concept was proven on this contract. A company didn’t survive by pumping credits into something that didn’t help the company make money, and it would take time for an analysis to be done. If it worked and went forward, though, it would be one more tool in the Golden Horde’s toolbelt that no one else had—at least for now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was Irish’s squad’s turn to work with the simulation system again, and Hazard met Irish a bit early to brief. “Okay Irish, this time the sim will start with the defenses already built around the Zuparti base the way we have them planned. Your squad will have some time to acclimate. You’ll be sent out on a standard patrol. From there…” Hazard shrugged. 
 
    Irish nodded. “Copy that, sir.” 
 
    “So,” Hazard asked, “any improvements with Private Walker?”  
 
    Irish considered before answering. “We had a long talk, sir. She’s got a lot of pent-up anger in there that needs to get out. I’ve started training her in hand-to-hand combat techniques to let her work out some of her aggression.” 
 
    “How’s that going?” 
 
    Before Irish could answer, the rest of the squad filed in. Hazard raised an eyebrow when he saw Private Walker had a nice shiner developing on her left eye. The squad stopped and saluted. Hazard returned the salute. “Walker? You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Zigged when I should have zagged, sir.” 
 
    Hazard grunted. “I see. Okay, mount up everyone. Private Walker, Sergeant O’Borne is here in case your cockpit needs further adjustment after Specialist Volk fixed it. Just let him know.” 
 
    The squad turned and climbed into their CASPers, getting ready and closing their cockpits one by one. Private Walker got in and immediately gave Hobo a thumbs up. 
 
    Irish opened the squadnet. “Okay team, let’s show him what we can do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sixteen hours later, Captain Cole’s crew brought War Pony to a stop near the stargate’s control station, and Colonel Enkh and Captain Cole crossed the remaining distance in one of the dropships. The system had a Class 3 stargate, the smallest and least efficient of the three types; as infrequently as a ship entered or exited the system, nothing more was needed. The dropship pilot brought the craft alongside the station, the station’s crew mated the craft to it, and Sansar and Cole crossed over. 
 
    “Welcome,” the Jeha operating the docking collar said as they floated aboard. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Just point us in the direction of the gate master’s office if you would, please,” Sansar said, attaching her magnetic boots to the deck. 
 
    “It is not far up that way,” the alien said, pointing with two of its claws before turning and leaving in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Ready?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Captain Cole replied. He looked around and shook his head. “I know it’s been a while since I’ve been in a Class 3, and they’re pretty much the bottom of the barrel, but this one…” 
 
    He let his voice trail off, and Sansar took a hard look around. The station had seen better days and looked ill-maintained. Pipes clanked, and Sansar heard what sounded like an air leak in the ducting. It also needed a good cleaning. Oils and fluids coated the walls in a number of places where patches had been hastily applied, something which would quickly have caught a starship captain’s practiced eye. 
 
    “…is pretty grim,” Sansar finished. “I wonder what you have to do wrong to get stationed here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cole said, “but if it looks like I’m going to do it, please stop me. We probably want to keep our helmets close by; there’s no telling if it’s going to implode, explode, or just generally fall apart.”  
 
    They reached the gate master’s office, made obvious by the large golden plaque mounted to the bulkhead outside it. “Jalgoth Xartag, Esquire. Gate Master.” A loud rahhhhh! noise came from the other side of the door. After a second, it repeated, then repeated again. 
 
    “Well, that’s weird,” Sansar said. 
 
    “The noise?” Cole asked. “There’s probably something about to explode on the other side of that hatch.” 
 
    “The noise is odd,” Sansar agreed, “but I was looking at the name on the bulkhead.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cole asked. 
 
    “That’s unlike any Sumatozou name I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cole replied. “Non-Sumatozou gate masters are few and far between. I wonder what that means?” 
 
    “No idea,” Sansar said. “Nor do I have any idea what the noise is that’s coming from in there, but there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    She opened the door and walked into the office to find a humanoid leaning back in a chair behind a large, cheaply replicated desk. The alien had his boots up on the desk and a strap across his pot belly that held him in place. The loud noise was emanating from him, and, based on the evidence, it appeared to be snoring. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Sansar asked. 
 
    The alien continued snoring. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Sansar asked in a louder voice. “Gate Master Xartag?” 
 
    The alien snorted a couple of times then put his boots on the deck, locked them, and took off the strap holding him in place. “What?” he asked in a loud voice. “What is it, and who are you?”  
 
    The alien was a little over two meters in height, with a porcine appearance. His nose was reminiscent of a pig’s snout, and his skin sported the same sort of texture and hair as a pig. As he snorted and sputtered, all he needed were tusks, and he could have been a bipedal boar. 
 
    “I’m Sansar Enkh, the head of the Golden Horde Human mercenary company.” She nodded to Cole. “This is Captain Cole, the commanding officer of EMS War Pony, one of our ships.” 
 
    “Yes? Well, what is it? Can’t you see I’m busy? I’m not due for an inspection for another two years.” 
 
    “We’re not here to inspect the station,” Sansar replied. “We’re just looking for a little information.” 
 
    “Do I look like the GalNet? The fees are the standard ones for a gate of this size, along with a small fee for having to charge the gate since it hasn’t been used in a week. If you aren’t here to inspect the station, get out of my office and off my station. There’s no reason to make your gate-use payment in person. Go back to your ship and do it like normal beings.” 
 
    “That’s not the kind of information we’re looking for,” Sansar said. “We’re looking for information that is a little more…personal in nature.” 
 
    “What are you? Some kind of reporter?” Xartag asked, his voice rising in volume. “The business of my past is none of your business. Get off the station!” 
 
    “I’m not looking for information about you,” Sansar said, holding up her hands. “I’m looking for information on who’s been coming through this system.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of 10,000-credit chits. “I’m willing to pay for it.” 
 
    “Oh,” the gate master said, calming slightly. “Well, that’s different.” A glint of avarice shone in his eyes. “What is it you want to know?” 
 
    “Just what I said. What races have been coming through this system? How often?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that information is privileged.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is, and I’m not asking you to give it to me,” Sansar replied. “However…” She shuffled the credit chips, allowing a 100,000-credit chit to come to the top. 
 
    “However?” the gate master asked, his breath coming in shorter gasps as he stared at the large red diamond on the chit. 
 
    “However, if you were to simply read off the log of what races have used the gate in the past year, I might become so enthralled with your lovely voice, that I accidentally let this slip…” The chit came off the pile and floated toward the gate master, who started to reach out for it before Sansar snatched it back. 
 
    “Well…well...let me see,” the gate master said with a grunt as he leaned forward and pulled a slate out of a drawer. “This system isn’t used often, as you can guess, which makes collecting fees for the guild difficult…” 
 
    “I’m sure it does,” Sansar agreed. It also makes it hard for you to collect fees for Jalgoth Xartag, too. 
 
    “It seems that a MinSha mercenary company has been through this system four times in the past year, and…” His voice trailed off, and he pointedly looked at the credit chit.  
 
    Sansar smiled and gave it a push. The gate master caught it and looked back to his slate. “There also appears to have been three uses of the gate by a Besquith mercenary company.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Thank you very much,” she said. “You’ve been very helpful.” She turned toward the door. 
 
    “There’s more,” the gate master said, stopping her. 
 
    “More of what?” Sansar asked. “More people using the gate?” 
 
    “No. More information.” He looked pointedly at the pocket where Sansar had put the remaining credit chits. 
 
    “Yes?” Sansar asked, pulling out the handful of 10,000-credit chits. 
 
    “What do you have in your other pockets?” the alien asked. “This information is much more valuable than that.” 
 
    “Is it now?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Sansar reached into a different pocket and pulled out another 100,000-credit chit. She approached the gate master’s desk and held the chit out. Xartag tried to grab it, but Sansar didn’t let go. 
 
    “What is the information?” she asked. 
 
    “I am to tell the leader of the Besquith mercenary company when someone other than those two companies come through here.” 
 
    “You are, are you?” Sansar asked. She let go of the credit chit and stared into the gate master’s eyes. “And what is it going to take to help you forget you saw us?” 
 
    “That I cannot do,” the gate master said as a shiver ran through his body. “You can kill me if you want—it will only be putting me out of my misery in this entropy-cursed black hole in the middle of nowhere. The Besquith, though, he promised to eat me alive, and I believe him. Dead is fine, but that…no.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” Sansar said, understanding the kind of fear a close encounter with a Besquith could generate. She turned to leave, but then turned back. “Did he tell you to report everyone, or just me?” 
 
    “He is interested in anything that passes through the system, but told me about you, specifically. You are a Human, right?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “He is expecting you.” Sansar nodded, and the two Humans left the little office. 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” Cole said. 
 
    “It is,” Sansar said, deep in thought. “Let’s get back to the ship—there are some things I want to look up.” 
 
    “As quickly as we can,” Cole replied. “Besides, I’m getting hungry and am in the mood for bacon all of a sudden…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Now that the ship was back in hyperspace, the team had gathered in the hangar with the Hoplite CASPer again. The name had caught on with the team, based on what Markus had heard. He approached the drones first. “Okay, I had our CASPer programmers take a look at the code, and we think we’ve solved the problem, so let’s give it another test.” 
 
    Specialist Burke nodded and turned on the small communications laser and transceiver they had set up for testing. Markus scanned the dragonfly drone with his slate and updated the software. After a moment, he set the drone back down and programmed its search pattern on his slate. Once he was done, the drone started flapping its wings. It took off, executed the search pattern it had been given, and flew through the laser beam. It alerted on Markus’ slate that it detected a communications beam and continued flying. He grinned and looked up from his slate. 
 
    “It worked.” 
 
    “Yes!” Burke exclaimed, then she coughed and cleared her throat. “Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, I think that was very warranted, Specialist. So how many more do we have?” 
 
    “We have 20 more, sir, and I’ve got them all here.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Was there any indication in the communication traffic that the beam was interrupted?” 
 
    Burke checked her slate for a moment. “No, sir. It’s like it wasn’t even there.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s take things up a notch. Knowing there’s communication happening is nice, but what if we could track its origination point?” 
 
    Burke stared at Markus. “What?” 
 
    “Watch, let’s see if this works. Watch the traffic to make sure the drone isn’t detected.” 
 
    She nodded, and Markus got to work on his slate, programming in a new series of commands, most of which he had pre-programmed; he just had to line them up to execute. The drone turned in the air, repeating its original search pattern. Once it crossed the beam again, it stopped, then flew back across it. Then it started a sphere pattern out from there, crossing the beam at further and further distances along the beam’s path. The software in Markus’ slate kept track of each hit, and, given enough points, was able to calculate the path of the beam. In a real-world situation, it would give him a line of bearing on the location of the originating communications signal. After a dozen or so passes through the beam, it abandoned the spherical search and resumed its normal search pattern. 
 
    “What just happened, sir?” 
 
    “It gave me a map of the coordinates of each time it crossed the beam, and the software drew a nice line that shows the beam’s direction of travel.” 
 
    “So, we could follow it to its source…” 
 
    Markus grinned. “That’s the idea, specialist. We could call in a strike or send in additional drones to see what’s going on. We would know ahead of time what we’re about to hit so we wouldn’t send troopers into an ambush.” 
 
    She nodded. “Hell yes…sir.” 
 
    Markus shook his head. Perhaps the group was spending too much time around Hobo. “Okay, I’m going to give it a longer search pattern to see how it does once the Hoplite fires up.” 
 
    He tapped his slate, and the dragonfly flew across the room and started executing the grid pattern he’d programmed. He nodded in satisfaction and walked over to the CASPer where Volk, Hobo, and Kawa waited. 
 
    Markus looked up at the cockpit. “Ready to give this another try?” 
 
    Kawa nodded. “Yes, sir. We’ve got the same setup as last time, and of course, we should clear the room.” 
 
    Hobo nodded while he made sure everyone was out and the door secured before he came back to the group. “Okay, let’s get this done.” 
 
    Markus climbed up into the CASPer, slid his helmet on, and hooked up the leads from the mech to his pinplants. The rest of the team moved behind the radiation shielding and readied the emergency shutoff. 
 
    “Spartan, ready for startup,” he sent over the comms. 
 
    “Go for startup, Spartan,” Hobo replied. 
 
    The CASPer fired to life, and Markus checked all his telltales. Everything showed green with no negative effects from the emergency shutdown. “Spartan ready to activate additional sensors.” 
 
    Kawa responded, “Go ahead, Spartan. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Markus activated the extra sensors and waited. After a minute, and not being shut down, he activated the sensor pickups in the cockpit and they added into his display. 
 
    “Looking good out there?” 
 
    Kawa responded, and Markus could hear the smile on his face, “It’s looking great, Spartan. Energy flow is high, as I expected, but no surges at all, and everything is running nice and level.” 
 
    Markus grinned as he looked at the sensor display and pointed the arm of the CASPer. 
 
    “Uhh, what are you doing, Spartan?” Hobo asked. 
 
    “Well,” Spartan said, “if my sensors are right, I’m tracking the dragonfly’s electronic emissions.” 
 
    Volk’s jaw dropped, as did Hobo’s. Kawa squinted, looking up at the CASPer’s arm, finally muttering. “Holy shit…you did it.” 
 
    “We did it, Kawa. We did it. Going to check the drone’s feed to see if the sensors are interfering with it.” 
 
    Markus changed his focus and pulled up the drone’s output. There was indeed some interference, but honestly, he didn’t care as long as his emissions weren’t damaging the drone. He’d have the tech team run diagnostics to check for that later. There was no need for the drone at this range. The drone would be doing its job much farther away, which he couldn’t really test until they got down to the planet. 
 
    “Well, as I figured it might, the drone is affected by the sensors’ output, but I don’t see that as a problem as long as there’s no long-term damage to the drone’s equipment. How are the radiation levels, Kawa?” 
 
    “Oh, right…ummm. Looks fine, actually. I have detectors all around the room, and it looks like if you stayed close to it for a long period of time…like, for years, there would be the potential for some radiation problems, but it doesn’t seem like it’ll be an issue.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to shut it down. Hobo, get Specialist Burke back in here to run some diagnostics on the drone. I want to know if it was damaged by the sensors.” 
 
    Markus powered down the CASPer and climbed out. Specialist Burke was already coming back into the room. He grabbed his slate and tapped a sequence that caused the drone to return ‘home,’ which was the workbench where it had started. The drone powered off, and Burke went to work with her slate. 
 
    She looked up after a few minutes. “Looks good. No negative impacts.” 
 
    The assembled group nodded, and Markus scratched his head. “Okay, we’ll spend the rest of the time in hyperspace running more tests to make sure everything is where we want it. Thanks everyone, great work!” 
 
    Markus motioned for Hobo to join him and they walked out of the hangar. Hobo followed and closed the door behind him. “What’s up, Spartan?” 
 
    “I’m going to be doing a little sim time with Irish’s squad since they’ll be accompanying me in the testing of the Hoplite, so keep the team on task.” 
 
    Hobo nodded. “Yes, sir. No problem.” 
 
    Markus clapped him on the back and headed back to his quarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Irish and his squad gathered for their next simulator session. His team had just noticed that there was an extra CASPer when Markus came in with his new customized helmet under his arm. “Sorry folks,” he said. “I hope I’m not late.”  
 
    The assembled group looked puzzled except for the corporals and a few of the sergeants who already knew him. Some had fought with him before. 
 
    Hazard cleared his throat, getting everyone’s attention. “Glad you could make it, Spartan.”  
 
    “Sure thing, Hazard. Hey, folks.” He shook the hands of those he knew. 
 
    “For those who don’t know,” Hazard said, “this is Lieutenant Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos. Spartan is in charge of a project that’s currently being developed, which we will be testing on Kelfor. Anything you can brief them on, Spartan?” 
 
    Spartan nodded to those he did not know. “Nice to meet you all. I’ll brief you on what I can, but you need to understand that it doesn’t leave this room. Colonel Enkh would like to keep this quiet for now. 
 
    “We’re working on a new variant of our CASPer, code named ‘Hoplite.’ This mech has almost double the sensor capability of our current scout CASPer. Enough to detect…very small electronic signatures. It is also capable of remotely deploying small scout drones and pulling their data when they return to the CASPer for download. Other capabilities are still being researched.” 
 
    There were a few low whistles. 
 
    “Sir?” Dusty inclined his head. 
 
    “Go ahead, Dusty.” 
 
    “Is that what you’ll be using in the sim today, sir?” 
 
    “Negative. The specs aren’t programmed into the simulation software, because honestly, we won’t know everything it’s capable of until we have it on the planet. So, for today, I’ll be using my standard loadout. This is just an opportunity to see how your squad works. I also want to make clear, this is Irish’s show. I’m not taking command of the squad, though when we’re deployed on planet and you’re supporting my testing operations, I may have specific requests for you. Even then it will be up to Irish whether or not he feels like it’s a safe move.” 
 
    “Okay, squad, mount up!” Irish ordered.  
 
    They all moved to their CASPers and started closing up, but Markus waited behind for a moment. 
 
    “How have they been doing?” he asked Hazard. 
 
    Hazard shrugged. “You know how it is. Got a few new privates who are still getting used to working as a group, and one true pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Hazard nodded. “Well, to be honest, she’s getting better. I think maybe her life before the Horde wasn’t all that great…” 
 
    Markus nodded. It wasn’t an unfamiliar story. 
 
    “Okay, then, let’s see how we do.” Markus got into his mech. “What are we running today?” he asked as his canopy came down. 
 
    “How about a little ‘Black Death?’” Hazard replied from the sim control station. 
 
    Markus chuckled. That was the graduation sim from cadre and involved taking on a never-ending assault of Tortantula. Markus had run it before—many times—and knew it wasn’t winnable in its current configuration, but the company continued to run it anyway, for some reason. 
 
    Regardless, he hated it almost as much as he hated dying, which was the outcome of the Black Death scenario…every single time. 
 
    “How about we do something where we have a chance?” Markus said. “What about, ‘Bug Hunt?’” 
 
    “Works for me,” Hazard said. After a couple of moments, he added, “Okay all, here’s your mission brief. You are landing on a jungle world to escort a queen to an off-planet conference. Your mission is to protect her. There have been threats made against her, but so far intel has been unable to track down who the adversaries are. Any information you can find will result in bonus payments from the queen. Any questions?” 
 
    “Where is she the queen of?” Private Walker asked. “I mean, what race is she?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Hazard asked. “Are you going to refuse the contract if she’s a race you don’t like?” 
 
    “No sir; that’s not it at all. I just thought if we knew going in what she was, we might have intel on what race or races are antagonistic to the queen. It might help us figure it out more quickly.” 
 
    Markus nodded. It wasn’t a bad question, although it appeared her squad was all set to prejudge her. She must have been the one with the earlier problems. Maybe there was hope for her yet. 
 
    “That’s a good question, then,” Hazard replied. “Unfortunately,” Hazard continued, “you are guarding the fictional queen of Slugmandia, and we don’t know of any racial hatred between the Slugs and any other race. Any other questions?” 
 
    Markus would have bet she had other follow-up questions, but after the first response was choosing to keep them to herself. He smiled. Even hotheads can learn. 
 
    “Okay,” Hazard said, “initializing…now.” 
 
    Markus found himself in the back of a Phoenix dropship as it was touching down. The ramp was already in motion, and, as luck would have it, he was in the closest CASPer to the ramp. Leave it to Hazard to let him be the example. 
 
    Before the ramp hit the starport ferrocrete, Markus was already in motion. He took two steps down the ramp and tapped his jumpjets as he scanned the aliens waiting for them. He knew generally where to look for the queen—he had run the sim on a couple of occasions—but the operator could slip in any race he or she wanted for the queen.  
 
    Based on Hazard’s description, though, Markus easily picked up the queen—a two-meter-long black and gray slug-looking alien dressed in some sort of yellow, frilly dress that looked completely out of place on a slug. Part of her body was raised up off the ground, and Markus could see a circlet of gold that went around the end of her body that had her antennae. She had a number of legs—at least ten—of which the two closest to her ‘head’ seemed to be flexible enough to be “hands,” as she held a slate in one of them. 
 
    It was also apparent that she was the queen, because she had an entourage of smaller and colorfully dressed slugs and other aliens surrounding her. At their backs, the jungle that the starport had been cut out of beckoned in dark green, accentuating the brightly colored aliens and making them look like flowers in the near distance. 
 
    Markus roared across the distance between them on his jets, and the group around the queen shrank back from his imposing figure and rapid approach, although the queen held her ground bravely. He touched down five meters away and ran the last few steps up to her. 
 
    “Are you trying to scare me?” the queen asked. “If so, it isn’t working.” She looked behind her at her entourage. “Well, aside from the weak-minded fools, anyway.” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Markus said, scanning from side to side. “My job is to protect you, and I wanted to make sure nothing bad happened to you—” There! He saw the laser pistol coming up, but he knew it would be too late. With a thought, his laser reflector snapped out on his left arm, and he dove in between the queen and the MinSha assassin sent to kill her. 
 
    The MinSha fired, and both shots reflected off his shield; with his diving movement, they didn’t have a chance to penetrate. His CASPer hit the ground, braced by his knees and right arm, and the shield stayed in place as a third shot glanced off. 
 
    “Assassin! Three o’clock!” he yelled over the squadnet. 
 
    The MinSha, realizing she’d been spotted, and that she wouldn’t get another shot at the queen, turned and dashed for the jungle. Markus dropped his targeting reticle on the assassin’s back and fired his laser, but watched the bolt go high and right over the fleeing alien. The scenario was called Bug Hunt, not “Shoot the Assassin at the Start,” so he didn’t figure the sim would let him kill the assassin. Still, it was worth a shot. Literally. 
 
    In a flash, the assassin was lost in the large-leafed plants at the jungle’s edge.  
 
    “Quick!” Irish said, “After him!” 
 
    Markus knew the MinSha was probably a female, but didn’t feel the time was right to argue the point. He nodded once to the queen. “Good day, Your Majesty. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He made sure he was clear of the welcoming party—and especially the queen—then toggled his jumpjets again. The squad was racing after the assassin but were all staying on the ground. He could see the MinSha as it ran from his higher vantage, but not well enough for a shot with any percentage of hitting. He doubted the squad could see the alien at all with the foliage in the way; he made a mental note for the debrief. 
 
    Not having to crash through the underbrush let him catch up to the squad, and they reached the edge of the jungle at the same time. Irish turned to look at Markus, and he opened up a private circuit with the staff sergeant. “This is your sim,” Markus said. “Run it how you would. You can use me like a new private.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” Irish replied. He switched to the squadnet. “All right, let’s go get that MinSha,” Irish said. “Dusty, you’ve got point. Be watching for any sort of rear guard or friends he might have.” 
 
    “You got it, Staff Sergeant!” Sergeant Johnson said. He turned and loped into the jungle at a pace somewhere between, “I want to catch the bad guy,” and, “I don’t want to run into an ambush.”  
 
    Markus smiled. That was always a safe bet in the simulator. After a moment, the smile faded. And in real life, too. 
 
    The rest of the squad followed Dusty into the jungle, spread out behind him in a “V” formation, with Markus on the end of the left wing. They ran into the ambush about halfway to where Markus’ map said the Slug city lay. Dusty triggered the mine, then went cartwheeling through the air as it detonated. The amount of explosives required to lift a CASPer into the air like that was also enough to kill him, and his icon went red on Markus’ display. He noted with some interest that he had an officer’s display with all of the troopers represented—he hadn’t really thought about it until now—even though he was playing the part of a trooper. 
 
    The squad started firing into the jungle ahead of them, even though Markus hadn’t seen any targets reveal themselves.  
 
    “Cease fire!” Irish called. “Check your sensors.” 
 
    It was a good call, as the enemy force hit them from the right flank—the side away from Markus—and if they’d all been focused on the front, the enemy force would have probably rolled them up. As it was, Sergeant Bridges had that end of the formation, and his weapons were up and ready as the MinSha rose from their concealed positions. 
 
    As the aliens normally maintained a body temperature close to ambient, they were hard to see on thermal scans, and Moh didn’t have any warning before the group of five MinSha burst out of cover. 
 
    “Contact!” he yelled, sending a position report to the other suits. He killed the first one with a MAC round, and then a second, but took a round off his right arm that silenced his cannon. 
 
    The MinSha pressed forward, but the momentary pause as they ran into weapons fire from the sergeant gave the closest members of the squad time to turn, and the combined fire put the rest of the aliens down. 
 
    Markus didn’t watch, other than on his suit’s battlespace monitor; he kept his sensors focused on the jungle to the left. He didn’t know if it was programmed in the sim, but if he was the enemy commander, he would have tried to get the squad focused one way, and then hit them from the other. 
 
    Expecting the attack, he wasn’t surprised when it occurred, and he already had a K-bomb ready when the MinSha rose from cover on that side, too. He threw the oversized grenade, then kept his right arm extended to use the MAC mounted on it.  
 
    “Contact left!” he called as he shot the first MinSha. The K-bomb detonated, killing a second alien and putting a third one down. He shot a fourth MinSha as Corporal Morton began firing next to him. The remaining MinSha turned to flee, and he shot it in the back. Not seeing any others, he fired at the wounded one still twitching on the ground. It stilled. 
 
    “That one was wounded,” Morton said. “It wasn’t a threat. Also, it looked like the other was going to run away.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” Markus asked. “Because I’m sure of one thing. They’re both dead now, and they won’t affect the mission. They ambushed us, and I’m not going to let them do it again. The mission is to pursue the MinSha that got away, and these won’t hinder us anymore.” 
 
    “Well said,” Irish stated. “Speaking of the fleeing MinSha, let’s go get him! Corporal Morton, since you’re so smart, you’ve got point. Let’s go, people! That damn MinSha is getting away!” 
 
    Morton led the squad after the MinSha again, but at a markedly slower pace. Although it was less likely to get them killed by running into an ambush, it was also more likely that the assassin—the attempted assassin, anyway, since Markus had foiled the attack—would get away. 
 
    They reached the city without seeing another MinSha, but then the squad drew up short. The Slug city was unlike anything Markus had ever seen. The aliens lived in burrows, each of which had been built up a little, so they looked like oversized ant mounds. While that wouldn’t have distracted the squad from its mission of capturing the would-be assassin, there was a problem in that all of the Slugs had a giant, colorful canopy over their burrows, ostensibly to keep the sun out of them, and the opening in the jungle—a circle over a mile in diameter—was a colorful mass of flapping cloth he couldn’t see through. It also looked like some of the Slugs had set up clotheslines for drying their sarongs…or whatever it was they wore…which led to more flapping in the early afternoon breeze, as well as a maze of lines that all appeared to be at about a three-foot height. 
 
    Markus shook his head. Getting through that wouldn’t be easy. Getting through it without destroying anything would be impossible. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Irish said, apparently coming to the same conclusion. The Horde taught their people to make a decision and execute it, though, as being the one dictating things was better than allowing the enemy to dictate strategy to you. “Moh, I want you to take the second fire team and go to the far end of this city. Use your jumpjets and get there as quickly as you can. Maybe you can catch the bug as he exits. Once you get there, spread out and don’t let him get past you.” 
 
    “You got it, Staff Sergeant,” Moh said. “Fire Team Two, with me!” In a blast of flames, he roared off down the tree line, with the rest of his fire team in close pursuit. 
 
    “Corporal Greer,” Irish continued, “you take Stafford and Morton and spread out on the left side. Private Black, you’re with me down the right side. Walker, you and Spartan stay here at this end of the city. Or community…or whatever the hell this thing is. Ready, move!” 
 
    The other troopers jogged off toward their destinations, leaving Private Walker alone with Markus, who opened up a private channel to her. 
 
    “Why don’t you slide on down a little farther to the right,” Markus suggested. “There are fewer people on that side.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Walker replied, and she walked off down the right side of the settlement. Both her voice and the way she walked indicated annoyance. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Markus asked, his sensors watching Slug Town for any sign of the MinSha. 
 
    “Irish doesn’t trust me,” she said. “That’s why he left me behind.” 
 
    Markus chuckled over the link. 
 
    “What?” she asked, exasperation coloring her voice. 
 
    “You don’t know a thing about what’s going on,” Markus said, “and if you don’t drop that attitude, it’s going to get you fired—which is bad for you, but good for the Horde—or get you and everyone around you killed—which is bad for everyone involved.” He paused and then added softly, “And trust me, that’s something I know a lot about.” 
 
    “What do you think is going on around here, then?” she asked, her voice indicating a severe lack of trust. She waved to the town and lack of other troopers around. “It’s pretty obvious to me. They left the two people they didn’t trust behind as they tried to catch the assassin.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Markus replied. “I guess you could look at it that way. If you had a bad attitude and thought the world was against you.” 
 
    “I don’t have a bad attitude. I have a realistic one.” 
 
    “Are you open-minded enough to look at it another way?” 
 
    “Are you just here to psychoanalyze me?” she asked. “Is that why you came along?” 
 
    “Newp, I’m just here to get back in the suit after an extended absence.” He didn’t say anything else, and the silence grew long. 
 
    “Okay,” Walker said finally. 
 
    “Okay, what?” 
 
    “I’m ready to look at it a different way.” 
 
    “Okay, do me a favor then. Walk a hundred meters into that settlement.” 
 
    “Why would I do that? It’s stupid. I’d just get caught up in all the lines and shit. There’s no way I could make it through there.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m too tall. Anything over about one meter tall is going to have a hell of a time getting through there.” 
 
    “Okay…so how big is the MinSha we’re chasing?” 
 
    “It’s about…holy shit! It’s probably right in front of us! What do we do?” 
 
    “Well, it may be right in front of us,” Markus allowed. “It also might have vanished into the jungle, too. Odds are, though, it’s in that settlement, laying low somewhere just out of sight. If you actually had walked one hundred meters into the settlement, you probably would have stepped on it by about the 70-meter point.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that in a minute,” Markus said. “First, we’re going to talk about why we’re standing here, just the two of us.” 
 
    “I get it,” Walker said, sarcasm returning to her voice. “We’re here so that the assassin can kill me, and then you can kill him. That’s so like Irish…” 
 
    “I thought you were ready to look at it from another side?” 
 
    Walker let out an exasperated sigh that her microphone picked up. After a couple of seconds, she said, “Tell me.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’re going to assume that the assassin is still in the settlement, and that she didn’t escape. By the way, if it’s a MinSha, it’s probably a ‘she’ and not a ‘he.’ So, we’re going to assume that she is in that settlement, just beyond where we can see. Since she’s insectoid, she won’t show up as well on thermal, either, which will make her harder to track.” 
 
    “So, why did Irish take the most trained people to the other end of the settlement, if the assassin is right here?” 
 
    “Two reasons. First, I used to do this for a living before I went intel. I have more time in a suit than anyone in your squad. I have a good chance of capturing or killing the assassin.” 
 
    “So, why leave me here?” 
 
    “I’m coming to that. Second, the MinSha is a trained assassin, who is armed. She will strike from ambush, possibly killing one of us.” 
 
    “And he’s hoping I’ll get killed.” 
 
    “No, he’s hoping that the assassin will recognize that I am the better CASPer driver, and she’ll kill me with her first shot, then you’ll take her down. Anyone that’s ever spent time around CASPers can see I’m more comfortable in one than you are.” 
 
    “So Irish is using you as bait? Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re part of his squad.” 
 
    “You say that as if it means something.” 
 
    “It means everything. As a squad leader, you want your squad to be the best, but you’re also like the parent to the squad—you want everyone to prosper and get along. And most of all, you want everyone to come home from a contract. When people don’t get along—when the squad doesn’t work like a team—the odds of that decrease greatly. Nothing is worse than returning home without your squad.” He paused and then added, “Trust me, it happened to me, and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.” 
 
    “Your squad got killed?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I was the only one who made it back. It hurt so much that I got out of CASPers for a while because I couldn’t do it anymore—lose people, that is.” 
 
    “So Irish left me here…” 
 
    “So that you could kill the assassin that was good enough to kill me, thereby saving your squad and completing the contract. He’s setting you up for success and wants you to feel like you’re part of the team so he can integrate you.” 
 
    “But not everyone likes me.” 
 
    “Hey, sometimes brothers and sisters fight. It happens in every family. But at the end of the day, you join hands to face the enemy from outside the family as one.” 
 
    “Okay…maybe that’s possible,” Walker said. “But what happens if the assassin shoots me first.” 
 
    “Hey, no plan is perfect. This at least gives him a 50-50 shot at things working out. How well was it going before now?”  
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “So, 50-50 is better than that.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And, even if you’re the one who gets shot, then at least you provided a service to the squad and he can thank you for helping the squad complete the contract.” 
 
    “So, this is my chance to become part of the squad?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. What do I need to do to make it happen?” 
 
    “Come to my position, and then go into the jungle about five meters and take up a defensive position. When you’re ready, I’ll drive her your way.” 
 
    “Are you going to get killed in order to do so?” 
 
    “I’m going to try not to. Even though this is a simulator, I try to avoid getting killed wherever possible. Train like you fight, you know?” 
 
    Walker moved past him and into the jungle. After about thirty seconds, she said, “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    Markus walked about fifty meters to his left along the outskirts of the settlement, trying to see if he could spot the assassin. The person on the controls could make the assassin do whatever he wanted, so Markus didn’t really know whether the assassin was still in the settlement, but it was the only thing that made sense. If she were a really good assassin, she’d try to get past Markus and Walker so she could complete her mission; as such, the assassin should want to make a break for it past Walker.  
 
    Of course, if the assassin made it past Walker and actually killed the queen, Markus was going to look like a complete idiot for allowing it to happen. He shrugged. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. He picked out the spot he wanted to land, took a breath, let it out, and toggled his jumpjets. 
 
    As he rose over the settlement, he saw it was even worse than he had expected—the settlement was nearly an unbroken mass of linen—there was no place to land. He aimed for the biggest gap he could see and crashed through a sheet. Happily, there were no Slugs underneath him, and he didn’t land on a hill, which would have thrown off his balance. 
 
    Unfortunately, the assassin had been making her way back toward the jungle; Markus had come down a lot further from where she’d been than he’d expected. She rose like a quail that had been flushed and flew over the last 10 meters of the settlement, dropping back down before Markus had a chance to get the giant sheet off him. 
 
    “Contact!” Markus sent over the common frequency. “She’s headed back the way we came!” He toggled his jumpjets again, and only had a split second to target her before she was gone into the jungle.  
 
    Markus heard a crash, but no weapons firing, as he touched down outside the settlement and raced into the trees. About 10 meters into the jungle, he came upon the assassin, lying face down in the dirt with Walker standing next to her. The assassin’s arms and legs were splayed out, and Walker had a hand on her back, holding her down. 
 
    “I figured she wouldn’t look up into the trees,” Walker said on her external speaker, “so I hid up there and came down on top of her. I probably broke her legs, but she didn’t get away.” 
 
    “Nice job,” Markus said. He switched to the squadnet. “We got the assassin. Walker caught her.” 
 
    As the squad reached them and started cheering Walker on a job well done, she brought up the private net with Markus. “Hey, sir?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, did I get her?” Markus asked after the squad had departed from the simulator.  
 
    “Who?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “The assassin, at the start of the sim.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hazard said. “It would have been a killing shot—it went right through her main organs.” 
 
    Markus gave him a smile. 
 
    “Not really fair, though, since you obviously knew what was going to happen. You made it to the queen in time to keep the assassin from killing her.” 
 
    “13th Law of Simulators,” Markus said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    Markus winked. “Besides, I wrote the program.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    Terax smiled to himself. The base was taking shape nicely. Now that they had stopped Panot from operating heavy equipment, there had been no more accidents. The ship carrying the largest modular building parts had arrived and was offloading. A landing pad was in the process of being built. When complete, it would be capable of supporting the heaviest space ships that could land on the planet. The engineering had been done by the Jeha, as the Zuparti were traders, not builders. All they had to do was follow the plans provided, and the structures would work. Of course, to be safe, they had also decided to contract a small group of Jeha to assist and make sure everything was done correctly. 
 
    He had to limit the team’s interaction with the Jeha—essentially four-foot-long millipedes—because they tended to make his team nervous. Typically, the Jeha were known as ship builders, but they were such good engineers they could plan pretty much anything. He didn’t know how much his guild—the Merchant Guild—had paid the Jeha for this contract, but he was glad they had. There were only 20 of them, but he could see them everywhere, directing the members of his team who were least nervous around them. 
 
    They had included their computer setup in the defense contract with the Golden Horde. Terax didn’t know much about the Humans, other than that they were good at defending things, and reputedly were exceptionally good with computers. His guild had purchased and brought some of the equipment; it sat in containers beside the growing tower that would be central control.  
 
    Suret had determined the resin would work on their temporary structures, and the metals used in the permanent structures were immune to the bugs, so they only had to worry about them for a short period of time. Terax had sent a message to the stargate so that when the Golden Horde arrived, they would be aware of the metal-eating bugs. He knew their mechanical suits were made of metal and hoped it wouldn’t cause a problem for them. According to their timetable, they should be arriving any day now. 
 
    Terax looked up. Somewhere above him, the space station was starting to take shape. At first, it would be a quite simple structure. The only areas with breathable atmosphere would be one loading bay and the central control center. The rest would be storage that would not need atmosphere. There was a central hub where the control center would be, and a ring along the outside, equipped with thrusters so it could be rotated to provide gravity. In the basic design, there would only be two docking collars, but more would be added later, depending on how much business came through the system. He considered that in a few years, a small city might even sprout on the surface to handle the needs of those who stopped at the planet. 
 
    Within the next few days, they would have communications with the station—besides what they got from the dropship—and would be able to communicate directly with incoming vessels, which would be good for when the Humans arrived. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace 
 
    Sansar had called her department heads together for one last briefing before arriving in Kelfor. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen, we’re one day out from emergence. Our data shows it will only take about three hours to reach the planet once we get in system. The loadmaster has already determined the best deployment plan. The transport ship will dock with their station, assuming it’s ready, and start offloading the equipment for the station first, and then we will start shuttling down materials to the planet. Major King?” 
 
    King stood. “Ma’am. The first transport run will drop off a fire team at the station to assist with offloading and to start the setup. For the planet, we’ll be setting down the rest of the CASPers first, and they’ll set up a defensive perimeter for the rest of the offloads. If they’re on schedule, the Zuparti should have a warehouse built where we can set up maintenance and control for the mechs. The second load will be the equipment for that, including maintenance racks. I’ll need one fire team from each of the squads to assist in moving them into place. I’m leaving the platoon and squad leaders to handle the details. From there, the squads will switch off to receive the rest of the equipment. A few squads will be specifically detailed with accompanying APCs to the perimeter once they land so the engineers can set up the waypoints for the wall anchors.” 
 
    King sat down. 
 
    Sansar nodded in approval. “Very good. Major Enkh, is Intel ready?” 
 
    Major Enkh stood next. “Yes, ma’am. We’ve received our order of deployment from the loadmaster, and our equipment for the surface is ready. We should have basic sensor deployments completed within the first day after planetfall. Until then, we’ll be reliant on the scouts. One of the first orders of business will be the radar vehicle.” 
 
    Sansar nodded as Enkh took her seat. “Very good. I know there are some unknowns when it comes to the planet, and we may have to do some clear-cutting since we want to set up a kill-zone outside the barriers. Major King, we’ll need a few squads on-call for that if necessary.” 
 
    King nodded and made a note on her slate. 
 
    Sansar continued, “Based on the schedule, it will take the better part of a day to offload everything, given the size of the structure we’re building. We do not know of any opposition, but we need to be ready for anything based on the intel we have, and what we’ve learned. Any questions?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” King spoke up, “there’s a growing rumor mill about what Lieutenant Nicolos and his team have been working on. Some of the rumors are, well, insane. It might be best to let the cat out of that particular bag soon.” 
 
    Sansar grinned. She knew well what troopers could do with even a hint of a rumor. “Yes…I expected that. We’ll be lifting the veil once we’re on the planet.” 
 
    There were a few glances around the table, as even some of the department heads who weren’t directly involved in the project weren’t in the loop. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    There was nothing, so she closed out the briefing, and everyone went to get their teams ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus met with Hobo in the hangar with the Hoplite. “The loadmaster has the Hoplite going on the last load,” Markus said. 
 
    Hobo raised an eyebrow. “Any idea why?” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “I think Major King probably wants me in my assault CASPer to help out with the offloading or defending. Then I’ll ride back up before the last landing.” 
 
    Hobo nodded. “So, they’re easing you back into combat anyway.” 
 
    “That’s my guess, but I have no plans to leave intel.” 
 
    Hobo grunted. “Tough call. You’re a damn good trooper, Spartan, but it’s good to have someone who’s seen the elephant in intel looking out for us.” 
 
    Markus grimaced. “You know everyone in intel is always looking out for everyone.” 
 
    “Sure, but…” It was Hobo’s turn to shrug. 
 
    “I get it.” Markus looked up at the CASPer. Its canopy was closed, so the Spartan helmet design was looking back at him. He hoped it would be the difference he wanted it to be. 
 
    “So,” Hobo said, “how’s Sergeant Baker handling this?” 
 
    Markus glanced at him. “Sorry?” 
 
    “Oh please, Spartan…” 
 
    Markus grunted. “She gets it, too.” 
 
    Hobo nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor System, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony 
 
    They arrived without incident and headed toward Kelfor-6. The only other ships they detected in-system were their contracted transport and a registered Zuparti transport, which checked out with what they expected. They were 30 minutes from orbit and the first load of dropships were ready and loaded. 
 
    The communications officer on the bridge looked back at Captain Cole. “We have an incoming communication from the Zuparti space station, Captain.” 
 
    “On screen,” Cole responded. 
 
    A Zuparti appeared on the Tri-V, and Captain Cole fought back a slight shudder. It had a smile on its face, he thought, and all those teeth looked a bit disconcerting. “Greetings, War Pony, this is Kelfor Control. We have you on our sensors approaching the planet.” 
 
    Apparently, this particular Zuparti was accustomed to dealing with people, Cole thought to himself. “This is Captain Cole of the Golden Horde. We estimate orbit in thirty minutes. Our accompanying transport will dock to offload if you have your docking collars set up.” 
 
    The Zuparti nodded and smiled wider. “Yes, Captain, we have it ready for you. We will send the information to the ship. The arm it will dock with is atmosphere-capable. Will you require gravity?” 
 
    Cole was impressed they had already set up that much. “Negative Kelfor Control. Not for the offloading, at least. It’ll be easier for our CASPers to work in zero gravity. Speaking of which, our dropships will also need to dock to offload our troopers.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, we anticipated this as well. There is a docking station on the next spoke of the arm they can use. It is not capable of atmosphere. Is that a problem?” 
 
    Captain Cole fought the urge to laugh. “Negative…they are quite fine working in their suits without atmosphere. Thank you, Kelfor Control.” 
 
    “Kelfor Control, out.” 
 
    Cole shook his head as the channel cut. He passed the information along to their transport ship and the dropships, and took the ship into orbit to offload before heading out of system to handle other company business. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of course, Sansar would be on the first dropship that landed and the first person to step off onto the planet, surrounded by the best troopers the Horde had to offer. This served two purposes…first, it showed her troopers that she wouldn’t ask them to do anything she wouldn’t do; second, it let her get to the clients to meet them as soon as they made planetfall. 
 
    She had reviewed the notice from the Zuparti about the metal-eating bugs but wasn’t too concerned. She had doubts that armor which could withstand laser fire would succumb to a bug, but it wasn’t something to take lightly either. She had warned the entire crew, and Major Enkh had assigned a few of her intel folks to immediately capture some of the bugs and start experimenting to determine if there were any issues. 
 
    As soon as they got settled into orbit, the pilot called over the comms. “Doors are opening and we have a green light; prepare for atmospheric re-entry.” 
 
    They all felt the dropship’s magnetic clamps detach from the hangar bay’s deck, and the craft started moving out of the ship. A few moments later, the G forces built up; going through atmosphere was never much fun. They all held on as the dropship buffeted through the atmosphere, shaking their CASPers in their racks. Thankfully, after only a few minutes, it was over, and the dropship was on approach to the Zuparti base. 
 
    A red light came on in the dropship’s cargo bay, and the pilot commed, “Thirty seconds to landing.” 
 
    The troopers made last-minute checks to make sure the transit through the atmosphere hadn’t caused any issues, and Sansar saw all of her troopers marked green, ready to go. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    Terax let his team and the Jeha know that the Golden Horde had arrived as soon as he received the communication from the station. Most of his team had fled into the buildings, fearing that something would go incredibly wrong when the Humans’ ships landed. Terax swallowed hard as he saw the first of the ships coming in and fought the urge to run inside and hide under the nearest desk. The Jeha kept working, unconcerned; they had a contract to fulfill. 
 
    Terax couldn’t help but cringe when the first dropship landed. It came in at an angle and vectored its thrust to come down directly on the landing pad they had completed the day before. It disgorged twelve of the CASPers—he had looked up what they were called—and had taken off again immediately as another dropship moved in to land. He was slightly awed by the sight, so much so that he forgot to be afraid as one of the large machines, flanked by several others, started moving toward him. Others spread out around the landing pad; some sort of defense he assumed. 
 
    He shook himself from his reverie as one of the CASPer’s front parts opened, and someone climbed out. He noticed that two of the others opened as well, and the Humans who came out retrieved weapons from the legs of the large machines. 
 
    They all removed their helmets, and he saw that one of them was a woman, who came toward him. His translator picked up her speech. 
 
    “Colonel Sansar Enkh of the Golden Horde. You must be Terax?” 
 
    He nodded emphatically. “Yes, yes. Terax. Welcome to Kelfor-6.” 
 
    She nodded and looked around. “Thank you for the notice about your metal flies. We’ll have some of our team working on them once we’re unloaded.” 
 
    Terax smiled; he had already pleased the Humans, which was good. Their machines looked exceptionally dangerous. “Yes, yes. Suret has been experimenting. He has some captive.” 
 
    “Excellent. We’ll start getting set up. I believe you have a warehouse where we can set up our maintenance section?” 
 
    Terax dropped his head. “It is not ready.” He pointed over to where a foundation and frame sat, though the walls and roof were not yet constructed.  
 
    Sansar frowned. 
 
    “I will instruct the Jeha to have it built now.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You have Jeha on planet? We weren’t aware there would be anyone but your team.” 
 
    Terax ducked his head and backed up a few steps. “Yes, yes. Much better at construction and engineering. They have designed all Zuparti structures here, and we contracted them to assist with building them.” 
 
    Sansar crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. “Very well. Please have the warehouse ready as soon as possible. We need a place to work. Also, where should we set up our command center?” 
 
    Terax pointed at the main building of the complex, which was thankfully complete. “You can set up there. It is where our command system will go. You have the computers?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “They’ll be coming, and our team will start setting up within the next few days. I anticipate we’ll have your base setup done within the week, but you can work with Major Enkh for that.” 
 
    Terax whistled low, confused. “Major Enkh? You are Colonel Enkh?” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    Terax shrugged, feeling that further questions weren’t really welcome. “Good, good. We will keep working.”  
 
    He ran over to the nearest Jeha and instructed them to work on the warehouse. Within moments, all the Jeha stopped what they were doing and made their way over to it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus, along with Irish’s squad, were among the first wave of CASPers on the ground. They had gotten a communication from Major King that the warehouse they were supposed to move the maintenance racks into wasn’t ready, so they had designated an area to stage things in the meantime. Irish had the veterans stay armed, with the newer troopers disarming to help with the unloading and moving. Markus wished he were in his Hoplite so he could test it out, but that time would come. 
 
    Within the hour, two full companies of CASPers were on the ground and spread out. Each platoon, and each squad within the platoon, had their mission, and they were executing it. Some were heading out to the perimeter areas where the walls would eventually be constructed and were assisting the engineers in their APCs. Some areas of jungle were marked to be cleared, which would be handled the next day, so they had a clear kill zone beyond the wall. No one wanted an enemy to be able to sneak up on the base under cover. 
 
    The cargo loads from War Pony would continue into the night, as they had arrived late in the planet’s afternoon. Lights were set up to keep the landing pad lit for safety. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but it did make it easier. 
 
    The troopers were on high alert. This was the most vulnerable time of any contract, when they were busy unloading, moving materials around, and had not yet built any of the defensive structures. Every trooper that wasn’t a part of the unarmed loading crew was watching their sensors with eagle eyes, expecting an attack at any moment. It wore on the nerves, but it was the best way to ensure you didn’t get surprised. They had all been through the ambush scenario on the way, and it was fresh in their minds. 
 
    Markus was likely on a higher stage of alert than anyone. As he scanned the area around him, a comm came in from Major King. “How’re you holding up, Spartan?” 
 
    “All clear here, ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked, Spartan.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. They both knew what she meant, but he was hoping not to talk about it. “I’m fine, ma’am. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the command center, Sansar watched with satisfaction as her techs started setting up their communications equipment, and all the other technology that was required for basic operations. Much of the technology they were setting up would remain after the contract, so they were killing two birds with one stone.  
 
    Outside, the CASPers were almost done unloading. She looked through the windows and saw a CASPer headed back toward the landing pad with its canopy open. That had to be Spartan, going back up to get his new mech. She had been receiving progress reports via Major Enkh and was encouraged by what she had read. It looked like the new mech could give the Horde an edge, and she was anxious to see it in action. 
 
    Looking out another window, more CASPers assembled the pre-fabricated buildings that would act as barracks, a chow hall, and everything else they’d need for the contract. It was almost like being at home. Except for the metal-eating bugs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A while later, the dropship came back down for its final drop off. The first thing to come down the ramp was Markus in his custom-painted CASPer. He kept the additional sensors offline since they weren’t necessary. Through the cameras, he could see quite a few people stop what they were doing to look. It must have looked different, stepping off into the artificial light with a crate mounted on the shoulder. He thought it looked ridiculous. They’d have to come up with something a bit more fitting for drone deployment once they had the materials to work with. He tried not to think about it and moved over to the now-nearly-complete warehouse.  
 
    The Jeha had given them the okay to start moving in. They had completed the roof and were just finishing the last side and the door mechanism, so there was no risk of anything falling on an unarmored worker. Some of the CASPer troopers had also chipped in and were hefting some of the heavy material into place so the Jeha could finish faster. They had a vested interest in completing the place where their mechs would be stored. 
 
    Markus walked in and followed Hobo’s marker to back the CASPer onto its rack, right beside his assault mech. The troopers and mechanics that were in the warehouse stopped what they were doing and watched, gaping in awe at the strange paint scheme.  
 
    Hobo turned around, hands on his hips. “Nothing to see here. Back to work everyone!” They knew that meant they wouldn’t get any answers, so they all returned to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Elsewhere in the Kelfor System 
 
    Major Ketaryl paced, General Betreth sat behind his desk, and Captain Stor-Al stood against a wall in the room. 
 
    “I don’t see why we don’t attack now. They are vulnerable. Their defenses are not prepared,” Major Ketaryl said. 
 
    Betreth growled. “Is that what you would do, Little Bug?” 
 
    Ketaryl stopped her pacing. “Yes! They are easy prey!” 
 
    Betreth shook his head and laughed, though even a laugh sounded menacing coming from the Besquith. “This is why you are not in charge. They may seem vulnerable, but it is when they are the most ready for an attack. The humans are not completely stupid; do not underestimate them.” 
 
    “At least send the fighters!”  
 
    Betreth bared his teeth. “Perhaps we should…go ahead and let your fighters be shot down. It is doubtful they will be of much use anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ketaryl clicked her antennae in frustration. 
 
    “Do you think they do not have missiles on their mechs ready to shoot things down? No, we will wait until they are comfortable and believe they are in no danger. Humans get bored easily—they will lower their readiness, and then we will strike when they least expect it.” 
 
    “Fine.” Ketaryl left the room, not wanting to be around the Besquith any longer than necessary. She always had the feeling they looked at her like they would a snack. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base 
 
    Over the next week, the defensive wall was built and made ready. The only slowdown had been clear-cutting some of the jungle, but that was easily accomplished with the lasers on the CASPers. Cutting through a tree was easy compared to cutting through something that was trying to kill you. Where necessary, they’d used explosives to destroy large root systems or stumps. The result was 100 yards of open ground in every direction from the wall.  
 
    Interspersed along each wall were heavy lasers, rocket launchers, MACs, and heat-seeking missiles. It wasn’t standard, but it was specifically requested by the clients, so they were incorporated. They were also charging a premium for the hardware, as each of them was individually wired. Normally they would have set up a remote connection, but the Zuparti were paranoid that someone might hack the system and turn their own weapons upon them…so there was a wire running from each emplacement back to the main building. It would likely take another week to finish all that, get everything covered, and run the wiring through the building. The Jeha had been helpful in creating conduits for the wiring. Sansar had heard they were charging extra for it, since that wasn’t part of their original contract. 
 
    She looked over toward the warehouse where the CASPers were housed and maintenance performed. There had been no contacts so far, which was fine with her. She thought about the length of the contract and wondered why they had requested such a long time period. Typically, six months was enough to set up and train the locals…but they had wanted a year. There was also the matter of the lack of seismic activity. For a planet to have two instances in one day and then nothing seemed…odd. She saw a squad preparing for patrol, and then saw Spartan’s CASPer join the group. It was finally time for him to start field testing. Major King had requested that Spartan stay with the team building the fortifications for the first week, due to his experience, and all had agreed. Now, it was time to see if the credits spent on this project would pay off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus joined Irish’s squad outside the warehouse and was pulled into the squadnet by Irish. “Okay, team. We’ll be patrolling the north and west walls today. Standard patrol but stay frosty. We haven’t seen any activity yet, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t something out there waiting. I’m particularly concerned that we haven’t seen an apex predator on this planet yet.” 
 
    Markus nodded to himself. He approved of Irish’s leadership style and was impressed that he was thinking about things like an apex predator. He made a note to talk to Hazard when he got back from patrol. 
 
    Once Irish was finished with his brief, Markus transmitted. “I’ll be following along, but don’t worry if I wander a bit; that’s what I’m supposed to do in this mech.” 
 
    Irish responded, “Copy that, just let me know when you’re going to deviate so I don’t think something’s wrong.” 
 
    Markus nodded in approval. Even though Markus outranked him, it was still Irish’s squad, and he was acting as such. Good man. “Will do.” 
 
    Irish led the squad toward the gates that had been built into the fortifications. They could have simply jumped over the walls, but every squad used the gates. First, it saved the jump juice in case they needed it outside the gate. Second, it gave the Zuparti who were being trained on the gate controls opportunities to learn how they worked.  
 
    Irish commed ahead so they could start opening the gate. “Staff Sergeant Johnston and squad approaching gate for patrol.” 
 
    A Zuparti voice responded, “Approach approved. Gate opening.” Apparently, he forgot to close the comm channel, because they then heard, “Was that right?” Followed by a chuckle from a Human, and then the channel closed. 
 
    Markus grinned and followed Irish’s squad out of the gate. Irish turned them toward the north end of the fortifications. The gate had been built into the middle of the east wall, based on a request from the Zuparti.  
 
    Markus commed, “Okay, I’m going to move a bit outside of your formation and activate my secondary sensors. It shouldn’t interfere with yours, but let me know if you get anything odd.” 
 
    Irish responded, “Irish copies. Good hunting.” 
 
    Markus veered off and went to the edge of the jungle and activated his full sensor suite. He was anxious to try out the drones, but he had so few, he wanted to wait for a while. They had a whole year on this planet; he had plenty of time. 
 
    The squad made the turn and started moving west along the north wall, and Markus mirrored them, further away. He furrowed his brow as he saw a ping on his sensors in the jungle. 
 
    “Irish, I’ve got something. I’m going to step into the jungle a little bit to check it out.” 
 
    “Copy that. Want us to wait?” 
 
    “Negative, it’s a small signature; I just want to see what I’m picking up.” 
 
    Markus turned into the jungle. He was glad they had done some clearing so he could move around without having to push trees out of the way. They hadn’t completely clear cut here, but they had thinned everything out for an extra hundred yards or so beyond the kill zone so their CASPers could move through it, and they had more visibility. 
 
    As he got closer to what he had detected, the signal grew stronger. Whatever it was, the signal was electronic, and he frowned and kept moving diagonally toward the target. He didn’t want to walk directly at it, just in case. Using the cameras mounted on his CASPer, he zoomed in on the location—up in a tree—and his eyes widened. It was a sensor beacon, and it was active. He captured images to send to intel so they could identify the make and who might be using it. Rather than acting on it, he resumed a course that paralleled the squad’s. He didn’t want whoever was using it to know he’d noticed. A normal CASPer wouldn’t have noticed it…as evidenced by the fact that none of the previous patrols had. 
 
    “Nothing to see here, Irish. I’ll catch up, but I’m going to stay in the jungle for a bit.” 
 
    “Copy that, Spartan,” Irish responded. 
 
    Markus would normally have reported what he found immediately…but something in his gut told him to keep it off comms for now. He was back to moving parallel with the squad and saw another mark on his sensors. Once again, he took images when he located it and kept moving.  
 
    Through the patrol, he found a total of eight sensors. Had they been there before the Horde built the fortifications? It seemed odd that he didn’t see any on the ground, so he concluded the sensors must have been placed after the fortifications were up, and the CASPers had finished their clear cutting. Nothing else explained why there weren’t any in the area they had cut down, unless they had deactivated when disturbed. He shook his head. This wasn’t the time to be distracted; he could think about it later. 
 
    After a few hours, the patrol was over, and they headed back in. Once Markus had backed his CASPer into the mounting rack, he climbed down and removed his helmet. Hobo, Volk, Kawa, and Burke were waiting for him.  
 
    “How’d it go?” Hobo asked. 
 
    They all waited, expectant looks on their faces. 
 
    “Worked great. Check the power levels; I think it’s draining a bit more than we expected. That’s fine, but I need a good projection on how long I can stay out.” 
 
    Kawa nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Did you deploy any of the drones?” Burke asked. 
 
    Markus shook his head. “Not yet. I’ll save that for another trip, since we have so few to test with.” 
 
    Burke nodded. 
 
    Irish came up and saluted. Markus returned the salute. “Good job, Irish.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Everything go okay?” Irish looked up at the Hoplite; already mechanics were performing their standard post-patrol maintenance. 
 
    “Yep, perfect. Come with me, we need to talk to Major Enkh in intel. I found something out there.” 
 
    Irish raised an eyebrow but didn’t question him. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Markus nodded. Irish was a hell of an NCO. He reminds me of me. 
 
    They made their way to the prefab building which was being used as the planet’s network operations center. Markus spotted Major Enkh, and they both approached and saluted. 
 
    Major Enkh returned the salute. “Didn’t expect to see you in here, Spartan. And this is?” 
 
    “Major, this is Staff Sergeant Johnston, the squad leader I was accompanying while testing out the Hoplite.” 
 
    Carrie, sitting not far away, heard Markus’ voice and turned around with a smile. He spared a wink for her and then turned his attention back to Major Enkh. 
 
    “Ma’am, I found something on patrol. Something in my gut said to keep it off the comms, but we definitely have a problem.” 
 
    He handed her his slate, with an image of the sensor beacon he captured on the screen. Irish craned his neck to get a look as well and frowned. Enkh’s expression mirrored Irish’s. “What the hell?” 
 
    “That was my thought, ma’am. I found eight of them around the perimeter. Never would have spotted them without the extra sensor suite.” 
 
    She nodded, flipping through the other images. “Okay, send these over to counter-intelligence. They should be able to narrow down the make and who uses them.” 
 
    Markus took the slate back and punched a few codes to push the images to counter-intelligence, as well as the coordinates where each of the sensors was found. 
 
    “Ma’am, I have to assume they’re all around us…I’m going to ask Major King to assign Irish’s squad to the other sides of the compound so I can scout those out as well. I didn’t approach or even visibly take notice, so hopefully they don’t know that we know they’re there.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good job, Spartan. I’ll push this up to the colonel; she may want to talk to you.” 
 
    He nodded. He had expected that. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Markus and Irish left the building, and Irish ran a hand through his short hair. “Damn…they’ve been watching us all along?” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “No way to know. I know that I didn’t see any on the ground that were active…. So, either there were more, and they deactivated when we cut them down, or they were placed after we finished the clearing.” 
 
    “Neither one sounds good, sir.” 
 
    “You would be correct in that assessment, Staff Sergeant. Go ahead and debrief your squad. I’m going to do some digging into this and prep the drones for deployment next time out. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    Irish glanced at him. “Shit.” 
 
    Markus nodded and veered off toward the office that had been allocated to him in the pre-fabricated administration building. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sansar leaned back in the chair in her office and frowned after reviewing the report from Major Enkh and counter-intelligence. They had quickly identified the sensor as one that was used by many races and mercenary companies—no help in narrowing down who else might be on the planet. One thing was certain; someone else was here, and they were watching. She set up a meeting with Major King, Major Enkh, and Lieutenant Nicolos as soon as they could all arrive. 
 
    Within ten minutes, they were assembled in her office. She had an image of the sensor on a Tri-V display. “This is…disturbing, to say the least. Spartan, you saw them; give me your impression.” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, my first thought was the fact that they were up high, and I didn’t find any on the ground. Either they were set to deactivate when disturbed, if that’s possible, or they were placed after we’d finished all the clear cutting and fortifications. Probably the latter, since we didn’t find any evidence of them before.” 
 
    Sansar and Major Enkh both nodded. “I had the same thought,” Sansar responded. “Based on what we know of the technology, thanks to counter-intel, they probably can’t see inside the walls based on range, but they can definitely time our patrols. My first instinct was to start varying the patrol times…” 
 
    King continued for her, “But then they’d probably know we’ve spotted them.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Exactly. So, we’ll keep patrols on a standard schedule, but I want you to brief all your troopers so they know we’re being watched. I don’t want any variations on routes outside of the norm, but they need to keep a very close eye on the tree line.” 
 
    Sansar frowned as another thought hit her. “Damn…what if this whole thing is a set up?” 
 
    Everyone else in the room looked confused. 
 
    “Hear me out. We’re on a year-long contract, way longer than we typically need. We’re on what seems like a perfectly good planet that no one else was using. Granted, there doesn’t appear to be any ore or anything else on this planet of note, but it’s certainly habitable by several species…why hasn’t it been settled?” 
 
    There was a collective shrug among the gathered staff. Major Enkh spoke up after consulting her slate. “I don’t see any previous requests to lease the planet with the Cartography Guild, but that may not mean much.” 
 
    “This place crawls,” Major King said with a frown.  
 
    Sansar nodded. “I’ll put a rush on all the cabling for the fortification-mounted defenses and speed up the training for the Zuparti. I have a feeling we’re going to be needing them. We’ll chip in for the Jeha to help if necessary.” 
 
    Sansar looked at Markus, who seemed to be lost in thought, and sighed. “Thank you, Major King, Major Enkh, that’ll be all for now. Spartan, stick around for a minute.” 
 
    The majors stood and left, closing the door behind them. Sansar leaned forward in her chair, elbows on her desk. “Problem, Spartan?” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “No, ma’am. Just…thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t think too much, Lieutenant. Remember, if it weren’t for your Hoplite—I like that name by the way—we wouldn’t know they were there, and we would have been caught flat-footed when whoever is out there came at us. Your work has already paid off.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I know, ma’am. I’m prepping the drones to go out next time and scout around. We don’t have many, so hopefully the return protocol works as planned, and we can re-use them.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good plan, Spartan. Keep Major Enkh up to date on anything you find.” 
 
    Markus nodded and stood. “Yes, ma’am.” He saluted and left the office, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Sansar leaned back again and sighed. It looked like they were going to earn their pay on this one…as usual.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Elsewhere on the Planet 
 
    General Betreth walked into his command center. “What was so important?” 
 
    Captain Stor-Al saluted and said, “Sir, we noticed some irregularities in the humans’ patterns and thought you would want to know.” 
 
    Betreth growled. “What kind of irregularities, Captain?” 
 
    Stor-Al stood his ground. “Put it on the screen so the General can see, you idiots!” 
 
    A time-lapse sensor overlay displayed on the screen, showing what was a normal patrol pattern, then he saw that one of the humans mechs wandered into the jungle and paralleled the rest of the machines. 
 
    “Hmm. Any indication they saw anything?” 
 
    “No, sir. Their normal patrols used to have ten people, and then they started sending eleven. We think it is a commander checking the perimeter.” 
 
    Betreth nodded with a grunt. “Maybe. Send a few scouts to get eyes on their base and tell the bugs to ready their fighters. We may have to strike soon.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We still have a few teams about a half-day’s walk from their base. We’ll get them a message to move back in.” 
 
    Betreth bared his teeth. “You did well to summon me, Captain Stor-Al. The time to kill the Humans may come sooner than we thought. I may let you have a few of the Zuparti for a feast.” 
 
    Stor-Al saluted as Betreth left the room. “Send First Squad to scout the perimeter,” Stor-Al ordered. “They are not to get any closer than the sensors, but I want to know what’s going on with that one mech that keeps going into the trees. I will contact Major Ketaryl myself.” 
 
    Stor-Al sat down at a communications console and raised Major Ketaryl.  
 
    Ketaryl answered in a few moments. “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    “The general orders that the fighters be ready. We may launch our strike to eliminate the Humans soon.” 
 
    “I thought we were to wait until the Zuparti received a shipment?” Ketaryl objected. 
 
    “If you would like to question the order, you can certainly talk to General Betreth yourself if you so choose.” 
 
    “No…we will have the fighters ready in a few hours.” 
 
    “I thought so. We will notify you when to launch.” 
 
    Stor-Al cut the channel and growled. Having to rely on the bugs for part of the plan was not his preference, but he was being well paid.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base 
 
    The next day, Markus walked into the warehouse to man the Hoplite, intent on using the drones on patrol. Kawa and Burke were waiting for him, along with his normal maintenance crew.  
 
    “Don’t tell me there’s a problem…” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir,” Kawa assured him. “Well, maybe a bit. Anyway, we had an idea…” 
 
    Burke nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” Markus said, then waited. 
 
    “Well, sir, we were thinking about how the crate, well, if it were full, would be a good idea, but since it’s not…” Kawa started. 
 
    Burke continued, “We could activate the dragonflies, then let them sit on the armor. Then you could program their patterns and deploy them. They would just fly off and execute, then return here.” 
 
    Markus scratched his head. “They can grip onto the armor?” 
 
    Burke answered. “Yes, sir. There are micro-magnets on the ends of some of their legs, and they have small pincers on others so they can hold onto something like a tree, like a real dragonfly could.”  
 
    Markus rubbed his chin. “Hmm. Okay, let’s give it a try.” 
 
    Kawa shifted his feet. “Glad you said that, sir. They’re already attached to the back of the Hoplite, ready to go. We placed them by hand, so they wouldn’t block the camera pickups.” He grinned. 
 
    Markus chuckled and shook his head. “I should have known.” He looked up and saw the crate wasn’t mounted on the shoulder. He grunted. “Should have noticed that.” 
 
    “Okay, you said there was maybe a bit of a problem?” Markus asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kawa said. “The power levels you returned with were much lower than we expected. We might have done the math wrong on the power consumption of all the extra sensors.” 
 
    Markus crossed his arms over his chest. “How much higher?” 
 
    “Well…” Kawa shifted his feet. 
 
    Volk, who had walked up behind them, rolled her eyes. “It was down almost 25 percent, Spartan…it looks like the operating time with the sensors at full is only about 12 hours, maximum, but it may be a sliding scale. We’re just not sure.” 
 
    He sighed. “Damn…” He looked up at the Hoplite while he thought. 
 
    After a few moments, he shrugged. “Oh well, nothing we can do about it now…I need to map out the rest of these sensors, then we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    Volk and Kawa nodded. 
 
    Markus climbed into the CASPer. “All good, Hobo?” 
 
    “You’re all set, Spartan. Good hunting.” 
 
    Markus gave him a thumbs up and got himself connected and ready. A moment later, he was following Irish’s squad out the gate once again, this time covering the opposing two sides of the fortifications. 
 
    Once again, a bit into the patrol, he ventured off into the jungle. This time, every time he detected a sensor, he sent a few of the drones on a search pattern, with instructions to return to the warehouse when they were down to an hour of power. That would give them plenty of time to scout around. The only downside was that he wouldn’t get live data back as they’d had to remove the transmitter to incorporate the laser comm receiver. They would still execute a bearing trace if they detected a laser of any kind, but he wouldn’t be able to see the data until later. 
 
    The patrol was otherwise uneventful. He mapped out the sensors he expected to be there. As he looked at the overall mapping on the way back to base, he was convinced they had been placed after the clear cutting had been done. The spacing wasn’t perfect, but the overlaps meant there was literally no way to exit the area without being detected. That was a discomforting thought. Their fortifications kept them inside by choice. These sensors kept them inside by force.  
 
    Since an announcement had been made about finding the sensors, every trooper was definitely on edge. Knowing they were being watched—and not doing anything about it—wasn’t optimal. He had his own ideas on that, but he left those decisions to people with more experience than he had. Either way, his gut told him something was coming, and it wasn’t going to be good.  
 
    Once they were inside the walls, he transmitted his new sensor mappings to Major Enkh and Major King for review. They would take care of briefing Colonel Enkh and making the decisions. 
 
    When he climbed down from his CASPer, Kawa was waiting for him. “Did it work, sir?” 
 
    Markus nodded. He was glad the dragonfly idea had been successful, but he wasn’t exactly in the mood to celebrate. “That was a good idea. Thanks.” 
 
    Kawa frowned. “More sensors?” 
 
    “Yes…similar spacing. We’re boxed in. No way to walk through the jungle without being seen.” 
 
    Irish walked up in time to hear the last. “I was afraid of that. What do you think we’ll do?” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “Above my pay grade, Staff Sergeant. I know enough to know I trust Colonel Enkh to do the right thing, and for Majors King and Enkh to give her the right analysis of the situation.” 
 
    Irish nodded. “Glad to hear it. Off to debrief.” 
 
    Markus waved and nodded. “The drones should be back here in a few hours. Have Baker let me know when they start getting back. I want to see that data as soon as possible. I’ll also talk to Major Enkh and make sure intel goes through it all.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Markus walked over to Hobo, who was directing a few of the crew to start maintenance on Irish’s CASPer. “Hobo…” 
 
    “Sir?” He kept working, but Markus knew he was listening. 
 
    “Be sure my assault CASPer is ready…I’ve got a bad feeling.” 
 
    Hobo stopped what he was doing and looked at Markus. “Yes, sir. I’ll see to it personally.” 
 
    Markus gave a quick nod and headed to his quarters to get some sleep before the dragonflies got back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little over an hour later, the first drones flew back into the warehouse. Burke commed Markus to let him know, and he pulled out his slate to look at the data. Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you looked at it, there was nothing to see. The dragonflies reported the sensors that Markus already knew were there, so that was something, but there was nothing else. Only ten of the twenty drones had made it back. The other ten were likely consumed by the local avian population, which was considerable. He hoped the dragonflies gave them heartburn. After a few hours of looking over the footage, he sighed and was about to go back to sleep when there was a knock at his door.  
 
    He furrowed his brows and picked up the pistol that was sitting on his nightstand. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Markus…it’s me,” Carrie said from the other side of the door. 
 
    He put the pistol down. “Come on in, Carrie.” 
 
    She entered and closed the door behind her, leaning back against it. 
 
    He tilted his head, standing up. “Rough day?” 
 
    She smiled tiredly. “Knowing you’re out there glowing like a floodlight for whoever is out there to see…” 
 
    He shook his head and walked over to wrap his arms around her. “It’s my job.” 
 
    She sighed and rested her head against his chest, wrapping her arms around him. “I know. It’s just…” 
 
    “Come on…we both need some sleep,” Markus said. He led her over to his bed, and they cuddled up and quickly fell asleep on the small cot. Markus smiled as he drifted off, not thinking at all about what tomorrow would bring. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, after seeing Carrie off, he headed to the warehouse again. He had decided to go out a little ahead of Irish’s squad to launch the dragonflies. There was another squad out on patrol, so he wouldn’t be alone. Kawa let him know the remaining ten dragonflies were in place on the back of the Hoplite and ready to go. He had decided to send them all straight out in a bee-line for as far as they could fly before having to return. It wasn’t a standard search pattern he would use, but he wanted to see if there was anything else further from the base. 
 
    They made their way out uneventfully. Markus noticed that the Zuparti were becoming more comfortable manning the gate and weapons stations along the walls. He had heard there would be a large Zuparti trading ship coming within the month. It would land on the pad to test it with the full weight of a trade ship. It would also be bringing materials for several more warehouses and whatever else they had contracted the Jeha to build. Markus wasn’t exactly xenophobic…but being a member of the Golden Horde, he had something of an ingrained distrust for anything that didn’t come from Earth. 
 
    After he set the last dragonfly on its course, he came back to the gate, where Irish and his squad were just coming out. “Got an early start today, sir?” Irish asked. 
 
    “Yep. Wanted to get the dragonflies—what’s left of them—out on patrol. I want to know if anything else is out there.” 
 
    “I’m sure we all share that desire, sir. Ready?” 
 
    “Lead the way, Staff Sergeant.” 
 
    Irish took the squad out, and Markus once again made his way into the jungle a bit.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the room being used as network operations, Major Enkh was just coming on shift with Sergeant Baker and her team. 
 
    Baker went up to Sergeant Clark, who stood and stretched. “Anything new, Aaron?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing, really. Patrol shifts just changed too. Lieutenant Nicolos went out early to send the drones, so they should be back in about two hours.” 
 
    She nodded. She and Markus had gotten a little bit of time together since they’d been on-planet, but not much. Last night was nice, just being there with him, but in some ways, it made today harder. They had both agreed that while they were here, they needed to keep their heads straight and focus on what they were doing.  
 
    “Okay, thanks, Aaron. Go get some rest.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that, I will!” He grinned and waved as he left. 
 
    She shook her head. Aaron was a bit…odd, but a good analyst. Then again, you had to be a bit odd to be a merc, she supposed. 
 
    Major Enkh came over as she was getting settled. “Your team will be ready for the drone data?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Sergeant Clark just finished the handoff. I’ll brief my team and have them waiting.” 
 
    Enkh nodded and moved on to her next order of business as Baker started reviewing the last shift’s information. There really wasn’t much, which she supposed was a good thing. 
 
    Only ten minutes later, something flagged Baker’s attention, and she looked at the sensor returns from the fortifications’ radar. Her eyes widened, “Major, we have a problem!” 
 
    Major Enkh hurried over. “What is it, Sergeant?” 
 
    “You know we have a special flag built into the radar system in case we detect the same kind of jamming that was used by the Besquith when Markus…er…Lieutenant Nicolos’ squad was ambushed?” 
 
    Enkh nodded and looked over Baker’s shoulder. “Are you sure that’s what you have?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We can’t see through the jamming, but it’s definitely there. Exact same signature. The Lieutenant was dedicated to making sure we could identify it if we ever saw it again. I’ve got readings on the north and west sides. Looks like at least four different sources. That’s all we can tell.” 
 
    “How long until the drones are back?” There was a sudden urgency in Major Enkh’s voice. 
 
    “At least an hour and a half for the first set, assuming they weren’t eaten by the local birds.” 
 
    Enkh grimaced. “Okay, keep working on it. Alert the squads that are on patrol right now. I’ll notify the colonel.” 
 
    Carrie stared at her screens for a moment. Markus was out there, and the same creatures that nearly killed him once were probably out there too. She took a deep breath to settle herself. She could not allow anything to get in her way now. She had a job to do, and Markus—all of them, actually—were counting on her and her team. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sansar had just finished getting dressed to start her day when she received the comm from Major Enkh. 
 
    “Colonel, we have verified evidence of jamming. Sergeant Baker detected the same jamming pattern that was used against Lieutenant Nicolos’ squad. Likely, they think we haven’t broken it and don’t know we know they’re there.” 
 
    “We can’t see through it though, right?” She frowned as she sat behind her desk and pulled up the intel data for herself on her slate. 
 
    “No ma’am. We just know there’s something out there jamming. It hampers our detection a bit, but at least now we know it’s there. So far, we’ve detected four distinct sources. That’s the best we can do.” 
 
    “I assume you’ve notified the squads out on patrol…” It wasn’t really a question, but she had to ask. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Sergeant Baker is taking care of that now.” Enkh hesitated for a few seconds. “Ma’am…Spartan is out right now.” 
 
    “Well, shit. Okay. Wait one.” She paused for a moment to consider their next course of action. With six pinplants, it didn’t take long. They could, of course, hunt down the sources. If they weren’t expecting to be seen, they would probably be easy prey…and she really didn’t want to lose troopers to an ambush. Even knowing they were there, a MAC round or a laser to the back could still kill you just as easily as if you didn’t. 
 
    As she was thinking, she received a comm request from Major King and brought her into the conversation with Major Enkh. “Okay, now I have you both. Major King, I’m sure you’re up to speed, what are your thoughts?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m not sure. Obviously, I don’t want my troopers ambushed, but them not knowing that we know they’re there is a considerable strategic advantage. I’m sure we’d have the element of surprise if we want to take them out. Maybe we could capture a few and try to interrogate them.” 
 
    Sansar considered the proposal for a moment. “Maybe…but we have to assume it’s Besquith again. This isn’t the kind of edge they’d give away to any other race. Assuming that, Besquith aren’t exactly the type to give in to interrogation techniques, and unless we’ve made significant advances in xenobiology, we don’t have anything like a sodium pentothal for Besquith.” 
 
    “We could suggest we’d let a Zuparti kill them?” Major Enkh offered. 
 
    Sansar allowed herself a small laugh. “Amusing, but no, I doubt even that would work. Okay, we’re going to handle this our way. Anything we can kill now is one less gun shooting at us later. Major King…I was informed Spartan is out right now. His Hoplite is fully loaded, right?” 
 
    “It’s carrying a bit less than his standard combat mech of course, since it’s a scout base, but yes, he can take care of himself in that thing. I did have a report of some power problems with it, though…” 
 
    “Do you think we should call him in?” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then King answered. “Absolutely not. Let him get some back. He’ll pull back if his power levels get low.” 
 
    “I agree. Okay, let’s quietly get everyone back into their CASPers. I know a patrol just finished, but whatever they need to do, I want everyone ready in case this turns south, and it’s more than Alpha Company can handle.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s finish the first circuit. I want to know if there are more than just four sources. I’ll let you coordinate the details of the attacks, you know your troopers.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” 
 
    She cut the channel and started putting on her armor, just in case. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus frowned when the message came out on the company channel. Suddenly he felt like he had a set of crosshairs painted on his CASPer, rather than the Spartan helm. Before he had much time to think, he had a comm request from Hazard, which he accepted. 
 
    “Spartan…I know what you’re thinking, but this time the surprise is on them. Thanks to your work, we know where they are, and we know they’re jamming us. Obviously, you know we can’t break the jamming, but we can pinpoint where the jammers are. How are you armed?” 
 
    “MAC and laser on my shoulders, and my blade. That’s it. Had to sacrifice weaponry for the extra sensor power.” 
 
    “Okay, I want you to make your way back and let Irish’s squad do the heavy lifting. I don’t want that prototype blown out from under you.” 
 
    Markus considered. He almost automatically replied, ‘Yes, sir,’ and did it…but Hazard was no longer his superior. Of course, he was sure Major King could easily make it an order, and Hazard did have more experience. 
 
    “Will do. From here, looks like it might be best for the element of surprise if I wait until they’re about to move in, then jump over them. The canopy is thin enough I can easily break through and come down behind the Besquith.” 
 
    “Sounds good, Spartan. Stay safe out there.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Markus jumped back into Irish’s squadnet. “Okay, Irish. Once you have your assault plan, I’ll be jumping over you to land behind the Besquith, so try not to shoot me while I get clear…” 
 
    “You got it, Spartan. Looks like we’ll be splitting to assault in about five minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll jump on your call.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Around the facility, troopers were running back to their CASPers. The possibility of incoming enemy forces was enough to keep them awake even though they’d just come off of patrol. In the command center, Redep, who seemed to be Terax’s second in command, approached Colonel Enkh. 
 
    “What is happening?” Redep asked. 
 
    Sansar glanced at him and then looked back at the Tri-V display of the layout of the base and exterior, tracking her troopers’ movements as they prepared to attack. The points of attack and the sources of the jamming were highlighted in red. 
 
    “We’ve detected something out there that shouldn’t be there. They’re using a jamming system previously used by the Besquith, so we’re going to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Redep jumped slightly when he heard the word ‘Besquith.’ “Besquith? Here?” He let out a loud high-pitched squeak and bared his sharp teeth. “I must go inform Terax!” He scampered out of the room, dropping to all fours to gain more speed. 
 
    Sansar shook her head but kept her eyes on the display. The countdown clock hit two minutes and continued counting. When it hit zero, her troopers would assault the four positions that had been identified with hopefully overwhelming force. Since it would be obvious to even a fool that they were found out, they would also destroy the sensors that were keeping an eye on their perimeter. She started pacing, but her eyes never left the display. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the countdown timer hit zero, many things happened at once. Along the east side of the base, Irish’s squad executed their attack. Their route was timed so they would be exactly in between the two attack points. One fire team triggered their jumpjets and moved northeast; the other jumped southeast, and Markus jumped straight between the groups.  
 
    It couldn’t have gone better if they had practiced it. Irish’s fire team landed just short of the canopy and ran in. Based on what they had learned in the sims, they spread out and moved quickly. It only took twenty seconds to be in-range, and then the fight started. 
 
    Irish and Dusty fired first, saturating the position with fire from their shoulder-mounted rocket launchers on the run. It would probably destroy any intelligence, but Irish wasn’t under orders to gather intel—just to kill whatever was out there.  
 
    The squad charged in and converged on the location, to find that their rocket fire had done the job. Irish thought he could make out two Besquith corpses and some computer gear. The scene repeated itself at all four points around the base. 
 
    He gathered up what he could from the wreckage and called on Markus. 
 
    “Sir, can you come in and make sure we’re not missing anything?” 
 
    “Copy that, Irish. On my way.” 
 
    Markus made his way in, turning all of his sensors up. “You folks might want to back off a little to prevent any kind of disruption, just in case.” 
 
    Irish ordered his squad to move back and keep an eye on the area. They were focused and looked for any movement that didn’t belong. 
 
    Markus reached the location and looked around, then checked his sensors. “Nothing. Looks like you took care of them pretty well. Now let’s blind them. I’m sending both squads targeting data for where the enemy’s sensors are located. Take them out.” 
 
    Around the perimeter over the next ten minutes, lasers, machine guns, and MAC bursts took out the sensors Markus had detected. 
 
    Markus commed Major King while the squads were destroying them and said, “Major, I’d like to walk the perimeter once they’re done, to make sure their scouts didn’t put down anything new.” 
 
    “Roger that, Spartan,” she responded. “Sounds like a good idea. Do that and get everyone back inside the walls to rearm and recharge. How are your power levels?” 
 
    Markus checked his levels and frowned. They were not good at all. If he was lucky, he had another hour of operation, but he knew what he had to do. 
 
    “I’m good to handle the sweep, ma’am.” It wasn’t technically a lie…as long as he moved quickly. 
 
    “Copy. Once you’re back in and racked, head over to the briefing room. I’m sure the colonel will want your observations,” King said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Will do,” Markus replied and cut the channel. 
 
    Markus jumped back into Irish’s squadnet. “Okay, Irish. Your squad is going to stick with me while I do a sweep of the perimeter to make sure the scouts didn’t plant any new sensors, then we’re back inside to rearm and recharge. If you want to split up your fire teams and send one back now, that’s up to you.” 
 
    Irish responded instantly, “Fire Team Two, back to the warehouse to rearm and recharge. Fire Team One, on me.” 
 
    Markus led the team on a full circuit around the base and found no new readings on his sensors. Satisfied they were clean, they headed back to join the rest of the squad in the warehouse. 
 
    Every mechanic on base was inside the warehouse, working to service the CASPers. Bravo Company was spread out around the base, ready in case an attack came while Alpha Company was doing their turnaround.  
 
    Markus climbed down out of the CASPer, and Volk started hooking it up to the maintenance console. Markus started to leave the hanger, but he was stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “Dammit, Spartan!” Volk yelled. 
 
    He cringed. He had hoped to get out of the hangar before she caught the power levels on the Hoplite. He sighed and turned around and walked back. 
 
    “Do you realize you only had fifteen minutes of power left?” 
 
    He nodded. “I do, Steph. I had a job to do.” 
 
    She sighed, unable to stay mad or even pretend. She shook her head. “You realize I’m going to have to hand all the reports to the Major, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah…I know I’ll get the riot act, but I wasn’t going to let our troopers go into an ambush.” 
 
    “I know. I hope they know what they’ve got with you, Spartan. One hell of a trooper.” 
 
    He smiled. “Make sure my assault mech is ready. I’m sure I’ll be back.” 
 
    “It already is…now go; they’re waiting for you,” Volk said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Command Center 
 
    In the command center, Sansar nodded to herself. It couldn’t have gone better. The simulations she’d had designed for a Besquith ambush had paid off. Each of the squads was bringing back what they could find, but there wasn’t much after the rocket barrages. It was probably overkill, but she wasn’t willing to take chances with her troopers. They knew where to hit, so it was the safest way to go. From what she had seen already, the positions looked well prepared—like they had been used before. 
 
    She left the command center and went to her briefing room, where Major King, Major Enkh, and Hazard were waiting.  
 
    “Okay,” Sansar started, “what do we know?” 
 
    Major King spoke up first. “Based on what I’ve seen from the reports and imagery, those were long-term recon positions. I’d say they’ve been using them for at least a month, just based on the amount of trash that was accumulated around the locations.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “So the Besquith don’t clean up after themselves…which actually helps us there. Big question, how have they been operating on the planet without us seeing them?” 
 
    There was a collective shrug. “Honestly, ma’am,” King continued, “since we haven’t sent long-range scouts out, they can operate anywhere on the planet outside of our radar range, and we’d never know it.” 
 
    “Okay, what do we do about that?” Sansar looked at each person in the room in turn. 
 
    “Spartan has his dragonflies out, they should be back in about an hour, ma’am. He’ll be joining us as soon as his CASPer is racked if you want more information from him. I asked him to join us.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Well, that should help. How far out are they going?” 
 
    “Not sure, ma’am.” 
 
    As if on cue, Markus walked in. “Major King requested I join you, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thanks, Spartan,” Sansar said with a nod. “Take a seat.” 
 
    Markus sat and waited. 
 
    “I was just asking—how far out are your dragonflies going?” 
 
    Markus considered. “It’s more of a timing setting, ma’am. It’ll depend on what they do along the way to get around obstructions. They’re going out to about a quarter of their power, and then running a search pattern on the way back. As long as they don’t get eaten by birds…they should be back in about an hour.” 
 
    “That’s good, but we can’t count on them making it back. Major Enkh, any ideas?” 
 
    “We have some of our larger scout drones we can send out.” 
 
    “Good, let’s get that done ASAP. Anything else, folks?” 
 
    Markus closed his eyes for a moment, then sat forward and put his elbows on the table. “Send me out in the Hoplite. It’s what I designed it for.” 
 
    Sansar shook her head. “It’s showing promise, Spartan, I’ll give you that…but I’m not ready to send you out on a suicide mission. We already know that there are enemy forces here, and I’m not going to lose a trooper by sending you out solo. We’re not an assault company. I have every confidence these fortifications can hold, and so they shall. We’ll use drones to scout so we have some early warning. Beyond that, everyone stays behind the walls for now. Our contract is to defend the facility, and that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Major King, let’s make sure a good number of our CASPers are armed with heat seekers. We have good AA around the compound, but I’d rather have too much than not enough. Have the maintenance crews ready to hot-swap them if necessary. I’d say we’re looking at an assault any day now, since we blinded them by taking out their sensors. Once Alpha Company is rearmed, have them get out around the base and let Bravo Company get some rack time since they just came off patrol.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I was thinking the same,” King responded. 
 
    “Okay folks, I think that’s all we can do for now. Major Enkh, have intel going over every image from every CASPer that just came back. Let’s see what we can find out.” 
 
    The group left the conference room, and Major King held back to talk to Markus. 
 
    “Spartan…I need every able trooper I have in a CASPer for this.” 
 
    Markus nodded, walking silently beside King. “I figured you would.” 
 
    “I want you in your assault CASPer for the defense…I’ve already cleared it with Major Enkh, but I’m not going to make it an order. If you don’t think you’re ready, then I don’t need you.” 
 
    Markus stopped walking, and King stopped a few steps later and turned back to face him.  
 
    “I know you have doubts, Major,” Spartan said. “I have them myself…but I think I’m ready. It’s different this time.” 
 
    King nodded. “This isn’t revenge, Spartan…right?” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “No, ma’am. I wouldn’t mind getting a few back, but I’m also not looking to die in a hail of MAC fire.” 
 
    King looked Markus in the eye. “Then why did you nearly run the Hoplite out of power?” 
 
    Markus sighed and met King’s eyes. “Because I had a mission to complete, ma’am.” 
 
    King shook her head. “I can’t let you go back out in that thing until the power problem is solved. You know that.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “Okay, Spartan. Hobo already has your CASPer ready. The intel team can handle the data your dragonflies bring back, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am; they’re fully briefed.” 
 
    “Good. Mount up, Spartan.” 
 
    Markus saluted and took off for the warehouse at a jog. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Besquith Base Camp 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” General Betreth roared in the command center. 
 
    Stor-Al took a step back. “Sir, apparently the humans knew our scouts were there. Our source said they knew they were being jammed and took them out.” 
 
    Betreth picked up a chair and threw it across the room, knocking one unfortunate communications specialist out cold. “How?” 
 
    “We don’t know, sir. We had no reason to think they knew about our jammers.” 
 
    “Well, now they know we’re on-planet. Your scouts have destroyed months of planning by being seen.” 
 
    “Sir!” One of the Besquith at a sensor station called out. “They’ve destroyed the sensors! We’re blind!” 
 
    Betreth’s roar was such that it seemed like the room was shaking. “Prepare the attack. We will finish off these Humans once and for all. The time for being quiet is at an end. Now it is time to go to war! Prepare the crews to lower the ramps in three hours. Have all troops ready to go once they are open. The Humans will never know what hit them. Stor-Al, tell the bugs their fighters will launch in two and a half hours to strike before our troops assault their base, then get back to your ship. Remember to stay below the humans’ radar until you’re out of sight.” 
 
    The room exploded into activity as Betreth’s orders were followed.  
 
    Betreth stormed out of the command center and through the tunnels. Their underground base was mostly caves and tunnels that had pre-existed on the planet, but they had added to them before the Zuparti arrived on-planet. There had been a few incidents where their explosions had caused tremors on the surface, but that was quickly remedied once they found out what was happening. They hadn’t wanted to scare the Zuparti off the planet after so much planning had gone into this operation. 
 
    Even the tunnels to the surface he intended to build were mostly already there. It had turned out that the apex predator on Kelfor-6 lived underground and used an ambush style attack to hunt. He had only lost a few soldiers to them before they were all eliminated. He was sure there were other cave systems with more, but they had destroyed the ones close enough to give them trouble. 
 
    They had spent the remaining time underground training. They had set up their best estimations of what the humans’ defensive walls would be and had practiced scaling them, blasting through them, and tunneling under them. He had considered extending the tunnels under their base and just popping up behind their walls, but the blasting would have been too difficult to conceal. They could have used lasers, but even then, there was the danger of detection. Betreth had not earned his reputation by being careless, and he wanted his payback very badly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, MinSha Fighter Base 
 
    After receiving the communication from Captain Stor-Al, Major Ketaryl had her fighter pilots get into the three fighters they had waiting under complex camouflage so that a visual scan from space would not reveal them. One cruise missile was loaded under each of the fighters’ wings, and the launcher rails were elevated. The fighters, Series 18 exo-atmospheric models—also used in space—were not aerodynamic at all, so they required a lot of thrust to get off the ground. They had vertical thrust capability, but this time Ketaryl was using a different method. Rockets attached to the fighters would blast them off the rails into the air and then would detach. From there, the fighters would attack the Humans from the air, where they would least expect it.  
 
    Ketaryl was convinced that her fighters, not the Besquith animals, would make the difference. Her fighters would destroy the base before the Besquith could even get close. She had brought some of the best pilots she had, and the fighters were up to the task. Besides the cruise missiles, they were also each armed with heavy lasers, which would tear through whatever defenses the humans could devise, including their damnable CASPers. They were also prepared with chaff and flares for defense against the humans’ missiles. They would claim the victory today. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Besquith Base Camp 
 
    Captain Stor-Al emerged from the underground base and noted the fighters were ready. He ran to his shuttle and took off as soon as it was powered up. It would take an hour to get back to his ship, carefully hidden behind the next closest planet, but once there, he would be ready to take on their space station. There was no way these humans had it defended already. This was even better than the original plan. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Command Center 
 
    Carrie looked up from her screens. “Major, we’re starting to get the data from Specialist Burke on the latest dragonfly run. Looks like only three made it back this time.” 
 
    Enkh nodded. “Okay, get the team working on it; we need to know if there’s anything out there as soon as possible.” 
 
    Carrie disseminated the information to her team and started combing through her portion. She furrowed her brow when she saw an irregular pattern from the drone data she was analyzing, and then her eyes widened. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “You’ve been hanging around Spartan too long,” Major Enkh said, standing at her shoulder. “What do we have?”  
 
    “Sorry, ma’am, but it looks like one of the drones flew through a laser communication stream.” 
 
    “What? Okay, it’s supposed to trace the origin and destination vectors, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m calculating it now.” Carrie’s fingers flew across her slate and then she pushed herself back in her chair. “It’s coming from…here.” 
 
    “Here? What do you mean here?” Enkh stared at the screens. 
 
    “It’s coming from this base, ma’am, that or somewhere beyond it. The line of bearing goes through the base…and it looks like it goes right through one of the upper floors of the Zuparti control building.” 
 
    Enkh frowned. “And where is it going in the other direction?” 
 
    Carrie shrugged. “I don’t know. The dragonfly didn’t detect anything, so it’s fairly far out, whatever it’s aimed at.” 
 
    “Okay, keep looking over what we have; I’ll pass it up to the colonel.” 
 
      
 
     * * * 
 
      
 
    Sansar frowned to herself after a quick discussion with Major Enkh. There was probably a spy somewhere on base. She knew it wasn’t one of hers, so it had to be a Zuparti. She walked out of the prefab building she was using as a command center. She had asked Major King to send her two troopers to accompany her. Markus and Sergeant Johnson were waiting for her at the door with slung laser rifles. Their CASPers were standing nearby, locked down. 
 
    “Major King said you needed a few troopers, and we were the closest. What’s going on, ma’am?” Markus asked. 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s fitting that you’re here, Spartan. Your drones found a communications laser and tracked it back here.” 
 
    Markus’ jaw dropped. “What? Here?” 
 
    Sansar nodded.  
 
    Johnson and Markus both unslung their laser rifles. “Lead the way, ma’am.” 
 
    They proceeded to the Zuparti building and went inside. Sansar led the way, with Markus and Johnson just a step behind her and to each side. The Zuparti in the room, learning from the Horde specialists, glanced back to see who was coming through and hissed, scampering out of their chairs and moving as far away as they could. 
 
    Sansar rolled her eyes and continued through the room to the stairs that would take them up to the third floor of the building, where the signal originated, based on the trace done by the drone.  
 
    “Get back to work, we’re expecting an attack at any time!” she ordered before she left the room. 
 
    Markus and Johnson had their weapons at low ready and had moved ahead of Sansar. They used a leapfrog approach, where one would cover an angle, while the other moved up the stairs to the next place of cover. Sansar stayed back, but had her pistol in hand. They eased their way onto the third floor. 
 
    “Hallway clear!” Markus reported. 
 
    They moved down the hall to the door that was at the center of the probability cone for the transmission. “I don’t feel like knocking. Spartan, would you do the honors?” 
 
    He nodded. “My pleasure, ma’am.” 
 
    Johnson took a covering position beside the door, and Markus kicked the door in. He made a fast entry, rifle ready, with Johnson right on his heels to cover his side. Within a second, they both had their rifles aimed at a lone Zuparti who was sitting at a desk with a slate. It was in his hands until they entered, but then he dropped it, whistled loudly in alarm, and threw his hands up. 
 
    Sansar walked between the troopers, holstering her sidearm. “Redep…right?” 
 
    Seemingly unable to speak, Redep nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Dusty, check the room.” 
 
    Johnson shouldered his rifle and started tearing through the small closet, then knelt down to look under the bed. He pulled out a metal case and put it on the bed. 
 
    Markus looked down his rifle’s sights into Redep’s eyes. It wasn’t strictly necessary at this range, but it was very, very intimidating. 
 
    Sansar spoke in a level voice. “Is there anything on or in that case that will hurt us? Booby traps?” 
 
    Redep shook his head and spoke in a squeaky voice. “No, no.” 
 
    Sansar nodded to Johnson. “Open it.” 
 
    Johnson flipped the latches on the case and slowly opened it, letting the top fall back. Inside was a communication system, complete with a collapsible antenna and laser transmitter.  
 
    Sansar closed the door behind her as best she could; Markus had destroyed the latching mechanism. 
 
    “Well, Redep. It would seem you have some explaining to do.” Sansar stared at Redep and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    Redep cowered back against the wall and shut his eyes tight. His entire body quivered. 
 
    “Are there any more spies within the walls?” Sansar asked. Redep shook his head. “Are you very sure of that?” 
 
    Redep nodded. “Yes, yes. I’m sure.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t, I guess, but they’ve never mentioned anyone else here.” 
 
    “Who have you been communicating with?” 
 
    Redep hissed and shook his head. “I don’t know their names. All I know is they’re Besquith.” 
 
    “We already know they’re Besquith. How many? What have you been telling them?” 
 
    “I don’t know how many…quite a few.” He opened his eyes a bit. “I give them daily reports, what you are doing, how many, where the defenses are, where the gate is.” 
 
    Sansar frowned and switched to her comm. “Stand by everyone. We just caught a spy inside the compound, and it looks like there may be an attack coming soon. The attacking force is Besquith and knows our routines and positioning. All forces are to shift positions and watch the gate.” 
 
    Markus clenched his jaw and his hand tightened on the rifle.  
 
    Sansar sighed and shook her head. “Why?” 
 
    “The general in charge of the Besquith hates you,” Redep said softly. “They offered me 500,000 credits that they said they’d give me after you’ve all been killed. They offered me transportation off this useless rock and enough money to take care of my family…forever.” 
 
    “Hah! You think you’d survive any assault on this base? Or that once everyone else was dead that they wouldn’t kill you, too? Then they’re half a million credits richer…and there’s no witnesses.” 
 
    Redep opened his mouth, but nothing came out. “What you say is probably the truth,” he finally said in a small voice. “I just didn’t see it in my desire to get off this planet.” 
 
    “When are you supposed to report again?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Redep said. “They said no more reports…” 
 
     “Then they are going to attack soon. Idiot. Sergeant Johnson, take him into custody and find somewhere to lock him up.” Sansar switched to her comm. “All forces, red alert! Attack imminent!” She turned to Markus. “Spartan get back to your CASPer. You are to take command of Staff Sergeant Johnston’s squad and defend the gate. I’ll notify Major King.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Markus slung his rifle and left the room at a jog while Johnson pushed Redep out of the room at rifle point. 
 
    Sansar sighed and looked around the room after Johnson had left. They already knew Besquith were on planet, but they still had no idea how many or what they had brought. She shook her head and left the room, heading back to the command center to prepare.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus raced out of the building. Suddenly, there was no place he wanted to be more than in his CASPer, and he felt exceedingly naked without it. As quickly as he could, he climbed back into his CASPer, ran through an abbreviated start-up checklist, and headed toward the gate. He looked over the distribution of troopers around the fortification and was not surprised—Major King already had the defenses in good shape. He sent a comm request to Irish before jumping into their squadnet. 
 
    “I got the word, sir. No problems from me. I’ve already notified the squad.” 
 
    “Just so you know, this wasn’t my idea, Irish.” 
 
    “Sir, you’ve been here before; I’m ready to kill some Besquith.” 
 
    Markus grinned. “You’ll get your chance very soon, I think.” 
 
    Markus jumped into the full squadnet. “Okay, folks, maintain your positions and keep your eyes peeled. If anything is coming, hopefully our radar will spot it before it gets too close…but never forget the fact that they might have some sort of new jamming tech. Be ready to shoot anything that pokes its head up over the wall.” 
 
    He was answered by a chorus of, “Yes, sir!”  
 
    Markus had been here many times and relaxed as much as he could while in the cockpit of the CASPer. There was nothing they could do now but wait. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Free Trading Station, Above Kelfor-6 
 
    “There is…there is a Besquith battlecruiser coming toward us,” the Zuparti at the comm panel wailed. The alien looked like he was within seconds of wetting himself. 
 
    “A what?” Lieutenant Rob Maxson asked. “There aren’t supposed to be any hostiles in this system. What in the Blue Sky do they want?” 
 
    “They…they want us to surrender.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They say if we surrender, they won’t kill us all.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I want to believe that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well that’s not good enough.” Maxson opened a comm channel. “I’m going to need you up in the control room.” 
 
    “Sir?” First Sergeant Richard Hailey asked. “I’m kind of up to my arms in wiring at the moment. What do you need?” 
 
    “It appears there’s a Besquith battlecruiser headed our way, and this isn’t something that was ever covered in cadre. I’m afraid I might need a little advice, First Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hailey replied. “I’m on my way.” He paused and then added, “Although if it’s a battlecruiser versus our unarmed space station and squad of CASPers, I may need a little advice of my own.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Command Center 
 
    Thirty minutes later, a call came out over the command net. “Three bogeys incoming from the north. Fast movers, probably fighters.” 
 
    An alarm went off in the barracks that could be heard from the courtyard, waking up Bravo Company, and they scrambled for their CASPers. Major King ordered Alpha Company to shift their positions so their anti-air equipped CASPers could provide secondary cover for the AA mounted on the fortifications. Other members of the company ran to the mobile radar vehicle sitting outside the warehouse, in case the primary radar was taken out.  
 
    Markus transmitted on the squadnet. “Okay, three fighters coming in from the north. We stay here. There’s plenty of AA to cover that aspect, but everyone with missiles, stay alert in case the outer defenses miss something.” 
 
    Another transmission came over the net, the voice calm and professional. “Separation. I have four…no six smaller targets, probably cruise missiles, now on radar. Prepare for missiles!” 
 
    Around the base, additional air raid klaxons went off. 
 
    Markus spared a look back at the main building. The radar on top of the building would likely be the first target, trying to blind them. He heard the close-in defense machine guns and cannons begin firing, and a number of missiles launched from the north and east walls, attempting to intercept the cruise missiles. There were several loud explosions, but then missiles screamed into the compound. 
 
    With cataclysmic detonations, two of the missiles struck the north wall, blasting huge holes in the ferrocrete. One hit the center of the wall, and the other hit the eastern corner, collapsing a small portion of both the northern and eastern walls. 
 
    A third missile screamed past to slam into the main building, and concrete and metal flew in all directions as the missile detonated. The radar array went spiraling off into the air, and debris from the building fell onto the prefab buildings next to it. Markus felt his blood run cold—those buildings weren’t built to take that kind of damage, and several sections caved in as large pieces of the building fell through their roofs.  
 
    Markus couldn’t help but think about the men and women who had just been killed, then his eyes widened. He called up the schematic of the structure and compared it to the sections which had been destroyed…network operations was gone, along with probably everyone in it. Carrie was on duty…His thoughts were brought back to the present as more missiles launched from the wall. He pulled up the overview provided by the mobile radar vehicle, which had gone operational just in time. The three fighters were still coming. The cameras on his CASPer caught laser fire coming from them as they approached. Were they trying to carve a hole in the wall? Or were they firing at the weapons on the wall? A heavy laser bolt snapped past him. 
 
    “Cover!” he yelled as he dove behind one of the buildings. Schooling his voice to be a little calmer and in control, he added, “Second Squad, keep a close eye on the wall; those holes may be for an attacking force of Besquith that are following the fighters.” 
 
    “Copy that, Spartan,” came the immediate response. 
 
    Markus watched with satisfaction as one of the fighters went down and disappeared from the radar, but the other two managed to elude the missiles chasing them and raced toward the compound, continuing to fire their lasers. “Two fighters still coming, prepare to engage,” Markus ordered. 
 
    Black, Morton, Happy, and Essex turned to face somewhat south, so they could launch at the hot after-aspect of the fighters when they went past. Three seconds later, the fighters screamed over the compound, their lasers firing at the warehouse. Missiles launched from a number of locations around the base, including from his squad, but the fighters’ lasers had already penetrated the structure, detonating some of the explosives stored inside. He saw a large number of the CASPers starting up in the warehouse go red on his command display. Damn, that’s not going to make things easier. 
 
    In all, at least fifteen heat-seeking missiles and five more radar-guided ones leaped from fortifications around the compound and the CASPers inside it. The majority tracked the lead fighter as the two split, and at least three converged on it. One tore off its right wing, and the fighter crashed into the jungle to the south with a satisfying explosion. 
 
    The last fighter released chaff and a number of flares, each burning brighter than the sun, and several of the missiles tracking it were decoyed off. It pulled up to climb over a hill, though, and the fighter was silhouetted on the bright blue sky. Two missiles hit simultaneously, and the fighter was blown from the sky. 
 
     “Okay, people,” Sansar said over the company-wide net. “That had to be a preparatory attack. Let’s get those holes plugged. I expect the assault to begin momentarily.” 
 
    Markus noted that Bravo Company had started pushing its way out from the remnants of the warehouse; it looked like they were down a few more than he thought. Only ten of Bravo Company’s forty CASPers had reported ready so far. 
 
    Based on his past experience, Markus wasn’t sure it would be enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Free Trading Station, Above Kelfor-6 
 
    “Well, shit, sir,” First Sergeant Hailey said. “I thought you were just kidding with me.” The senior enlisted trooper pursed his lips as he shook his head. Of all the places he thought he’d die, a space station in the middle of some worthless system wouldn’t have been at the top of his list. 
 
    “First Sergeant, I really wish I was, but as you can see—” he pointed to the ship visible on the Tri-V screen, “—I’m not.” 
 
    “No, sir, you’re not.” Hailey smiled. The kid seemed to be holding it together pretty well. The enormity of it probably hadn’t hit him yet. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do about it?” 
 
    “I’m going to write my wife a last letter!” the Zuparti exclaimed, abandoning its position at the comm board. 
 
    The lieutenant took in a breath—probably to yell at the little weasel—but the alien was gone before he could get it out. “Well, shit,” Maxson said, instead. “Is it as bad as all that?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, pretty much,” Hailey replied. “We don’t have any of our systems online, and even if we did, they’re meant to stop merchants from getting out of line, not major warships. All they’d have to do is just back up and whale the shit out of us. Sir.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t just give up.” 
 
    “No sir, we can’t. You’ve got the right of it there. If we give ourselves up to them, I imagine we’ll just be wolf food. The only thing preventing that now, at the moment, is that they either want something from the station…or they want us.” 
 
    “Why would they want us?” 
 
    “Because there are different sects in their society that like to taste as many different types of aliens as they can.” 
 
    Maxson looked confused. “They’d do that? Eat us, I mean?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, they totally would.” 
 
    “Aside from surrendering my first command—which I don’t think will look very good on my performance reports—I don’t want to get eaten.” 
 
    “Me neither, sir.” 
 
    “Okay, well then, you need to help me out with a plan.” 
 
    “How about we convince them to fly into a star?” 
 
    Maxson nodded. “That’s perfect, First Sergeant. You’re a genius.” 
 
    “Of course I am, sir; that’s why you called me up here to help. Now…what exactly was it that I said?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    Markus gave a quick survey of the compound; he was the closest officer to the gaps in the wall, so it was up to him to solve the problem. “First Fire Team, take position to defend the breaches. Second Fire Team, start preparing defensive positions and see if there is anything we can use to plug those holes. Move!” 
 
    The squad snapped out of their stupor and rushed to do as they were told. 
 
    “You there!” Markus yelled to a trooper getting out of an APC. He looked at his battlespace monitor for the trooper’s name. “Corporal Bevins! Get back in that APC and drive it around to the gap in the northern wall. Park it alongside the hole and block it off.” 
 
    The trooper jumped into the driver’s compartment, and the vehicle started up and began moving toward the hole. Additional troopers began running up or jumping in on their jumpjets, and he directed where to go to assist.  
 
    Markus realized there was no one actually manning the defenses on the wall—they had all been knocked off it or killed in the missile attacks—and he sent several of the newcomers to the wall to man the defenses. “Make sure you put them into local control,” he ordered. He knew about one Zuparti spy—if there was a second one who got control of the wall’s defenses…he didn’t want to think about it. Although they couldn’t be turned to face the courtyard in manual control, they could face the courtyard while being controlled remotely from the control facility. 
 
    As if I didn’t have enough to worry about; now I have to worry about getting shot in the back by some stupid weasel that hired us to protect them. 
 
    Better to have the defenses only in manual. He’d done the coding for them and knew exactly how effective the weapons could be. 
 
    “They’re coming!” one of the troopers transmitted as she made it to the wall. “Besquith emerging from the woods! At least two—” 
 
    A laser beam holed her suit from front to back through her chest, and she fell backward off the wall. Her CASPer hit the ground and didn’t move. 
 
    The other two troopers manning the defenses on the wall began firing. 
 
    “Two what?” Sansar asked over net. Markus knew she had the ability to monitor all of their nets at once...and probably was. 
 
    “At least two hundred Besquith incoming!” one of the troopers exclaimed. He was hunkered down behind the shielding of one of the 20mm autocannons and spraying it around like a poorly trained firefighter. “My sensors showed over two hundred targets. There are fewer—”  
 
    A missile hit the defensive position and detonated, blowing him off the wall. 
 
    “Anyone with missiles still remaining,” Markus yelled. “Jump and use them!” 
 
    The last trooper on the wall continued to fire as Black, Morton, Happy, and Essex—along with several of the First Platoon troopers—jumped up to just higher than the walls and fired off their remaining missiles into the oncoming pack of Besquith. 
 
    A number of missiles streaked back from the Besquith, and the last trooper was blown off her defensive position. Missiles also hit Morton and Happy—and two of the First Platoon troopers—and all four of their suits went red in Markus’ display as the suits slammed into the ground, no longer under control. 
 
    Then the Besquith hit the gaps in the wall, and mayhem truly started. Although the bigger gap in the wall had been partially blocked by the APC, the aliens were able to jump onto its roof and scramble over, and they looked like a tidal wave overflowing a wall as the rest of the Besquith tried to pile through the gap in the corner simultaneously. 
 
    There wasn’t any way to stop them all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Besquith Battlecruiser BMS Flesh Ripper, Approaching the Free Trading Station 
 
    “We surrender,” the Zuparti onboard the space station said over the radio. 
 
    “That is the smartest thing you could do,” Captain Stor-Al replied. “We will be docking with the station in about an hour. We will load everything of value—spoils of war, you know—then we will let you go.” He cut the transmission and added for the rest of his command crew, “We’ll let you go all right—right into our bellies.” 
 
    The CIC roared with laughter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Free Trading Station, Above Kelfor-6 
 
    The Zuparti cut the transmission. 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Lieutenant Maxson asked. 
 
    “Not a chance in hell, sir,” First Sergeant Hailey replied. “If you have some sort of plan, now would be the time for it.” 
 
    “Follow me, then,” the lieutenant replied, “and have everyone else meet us in Bay Alpha.” 
 
    He led the senior enlisted down to the bay where all the defensive weapons had been stored until enough of the station was finished to mount them. He pointed to a stack of boxes. “There you go,” Maxson said. “You wanted them to fly into a star; what’s a nuclear weapon other than the interior of a star?” 
 
    Hailey cocked his head. “Umm, sir, just what do you intend to do with them? Because when I think of setting off a nuclear weapon, I definitely don’t think about doing it when I’m around, and we don’t have the launchers mounted for them yet.” 
 
    “We’re not going to need launchers,” Maxson replied. “And besides, I have a better use for their motors. Here’s what we’re going to do…”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    Major King took over the targeting for the company and put two-thirds of the troopers on killing the Besquith coming over the APC, with the other third on the corner gap. Markus felt his face go red—he should have thought of that—but then he concentrated on killing the ones pouring through the corner gap—his assigned point of defense. 
 
    He toggled his MAC to its highest rate of fire and commanded the weapon to fire—leaning forward into it as round after round went downrange as fast as the system could cycle. At least five other troopers were targeting the same area, and nearly all the Besquith coming through were cut down. He could see a few leakers make it past—only wounded—but had to concentrate on stopping the stream; someone else would have to get the drips they missed. 
 
    Firing the MAC didn’t take all of his attention, though, and he scanned over to the other entry point, and saw things weren’t going as well there. The Besquith had more room to maneuver, which made targeting them more difficult. Even though the Horde troopers had lanes of fire, sometimes one Besquith would become the target of two, or even three, troopers simultaneously, while others made it over the APC unscathed. 
 
    Many of them were rapidly coming within hand-to-hand range, and he realized he needed to intercept some of the Besquith that were coming toward the group firing at the corner. If they took down his group, the rest of the Besquith could pour into the courtyard unchecked. 
 
    Markus toggled his jumpjets as his sword blade snapped down from his arm and flew to intercept them. One of the Besquith saw him right before impact, and the alien’s eyes widened before Markus’ suit landed on top of him. His right arm sliced across as he hit, and his blade removed a second Besquith’s head from its neck. 
 
    After that, it was all he could do to keep up with the Besquith charging at and around him. Step back. Fire the laser mounted on his left arm. Deploy laser shield. Stab with blade. Repeat.  
 
    He had killed several more Besquith when motion caught his eye as a CASPer somersaulted over a Besquith, firing down on the incoming alien while in midair to kill it. Markus recognized the move he liked to use in The Maze as the trooper landed next to a second Besquith and skewered it with an arm blade. Unfortunately, the trooper didn’t see the Besquith on the other side, and the alien raised its laser rifle. 
 
    The Besquith fired, but a CASPer dove in front of the Besquith, using its laser shield to deflect the shot. “Not today!” Private Walker exclaimed.  
 
    Markus fired, killing the Besquith, but another alien on the other side of Walker shot her with a laser rifle, and she collapsed. 
 
    A Besquith knife severed the control line to Markus’ laser, and he found himself and the other trooper—Private Enkh—surrounded by at least eight Besquith. All of them appeared to want to fight it out hand-to-hand, rather than shoot him. “Back to back!” he yelled to Enkh, and the two CASPers backed toward each other, trying to keep the aliens at bay. Walker would have to fend for herself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Free Trading Station, Above Kelfor-6 
 
    The Besquith ship docked with the space station, and Maxson watched as a Zuparti crewmember opened the hatch, allowing them access. The first Besquith through the door backhanded the smaller alien, and the Zuparti cartwheeled down the passageway onto the station. Although painful for the Zuparti, it at least provided some separation from the intruders, and Maxson’s squad came from around the two corners as the Zuparti passed them. 
 
    The six Besquith might have been prepared for defenders when the hatch opened, but they had relaxed upon only finding a solitary Zuparti, and they weren’t ready for the laser-wielding CASPers. Only one of the aliens got a shot off, but it went wide. 
 
    There were two more down at the entrance to the ship though, and Maxson deployed his laser shield to deflect the bolts they sent his way. Maxson and Hailey fired as they zoomed down the passageway on their jumpjets, and the two Besquith fell back behind the hatch. They started to push it closed as a yellow light began strobing inside the ship, but Maxson slammed into the hatch without slowing, and his momentum drove the hatch into the Besquith. One was crushed outright as the heavy door swung around and slammed him into the bulkhead, but the other was only catapulted off the bulkhead on the other side of the passageway. A shot from Maxson ended his struggles.  
 
    Maxson and Hailey took up defensive positions as two of his troopers came down the passageway and handed each of them a large package, which they each took under an arm. 
 
    “Get back and detach!” Maxson commed, and his troopers hurried back to the station, shut the hatch into it, and detached the ship. Both Hailey and Maxson had their magnetic boots locked to the deck, so they were able to stand fast against the explosive decompression of the ship and not get sucked overboard. The ship began to accelerate away from the station as its captain tried to prevent any further boarders from getting onto his ship. 
 
    Once the air had evacuated the space, Maxson and Hailey pressed on into the Besquith ship until they reached the first intersection, then Maxson turned toward Hailey. “Good luck, First Sergeant!” he said. 
 
    “You too, sir. See you back here soon.” 
 
    “Two minutes, tops,” Maxson replied before turning aft and jetting down the passageway. He knew he needed to hurry. If he were the ship’s CO, he would get some distance from the station and then blow it to bits; he had to get in and back out before that happened.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the ship’s defense to materialize, and marines began popping up on all sides. Although ill-prepared at first, they were increasingly better armed as he proceeded aft, to the point that he had to dodge into a side corridor to evade the weapons at a barricade set up in front of him. As he turned, he could see a large mass of Besquith behind him, too. He was trapped—something he’d known was possible but had hoped wouldn’t happen. Based on the schematic of the ship type, though, he was close enough to engineering; he didn’t need to go any farther. 
 
    “How’s it coming, First Sergeant?” he asked, reaching his arm-mounted MAC into the passageway to fire a few rounds blindly. 
 
    “Pretty badly,” Hailey replied. “They responded a bit quicker than we expected. My suit is holed, and I’m losing pressure pretty quickly. I’m not going to be able to make it back to the rendezvous.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not either,” Maxson said. “I’m trapped between two forces.” 
 
    “You know what, sir?” Hailey asked. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “This plan sucks.” 
 
    “You know, First Sergeant, you’re absolutely right,” Maxson replied. “One would have thought that some smart senior enlisted would have spoken up when his dumbass officer suggested it.” 
 
    “If I’d had a better plan, sir, I would have. We hold what they’ve got, though, and we couldn’t have the Besquith getting onboard the station. I’m getting kinda…sleepy, sir. Not sure…how much…” 
 
    “It’s been great working with you, First Sergeant,” Maxson said. When there was no reply, he transmitted the signal. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    The Besquith circled the two CASPers, and Markus expanded his consciousness to try to keep all four on his side in sight, while trying to watch at least some of the ones behind him, simultaneously. It was like watching wolves attack a herd back home. None were in a hurry to kill them—they started by assessing the two CASPers and looking for the one that was weaker. After a few seconds, he could see the ones around him shifting, as more of them tried to take on Private Enkh. The ones on his side, though, pressed him continuously, feinting in and out, trying to keep him from coming to her aid. Markus could see, though, that once she was gone and no longer protecting his back, he would quickly fall, too.  
 
    Two could play at that game.  
 
    He feinted at the one on the left, but then toggled his jumpjets backward, swinging around to chop the head off the Besquith on the right. He blocked a swing from the third wolf, then stabbed the one to the left. The last remaining Besquith backed off, looking for an opportunity and some assistance from its pack mates. That was the break Markus needed. 
 
    “Okay, Enkh,” he said. “When I say, ‘Now’ I want you to spin and face backward. Got it?” 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” she replied, her breath coming in gulps. “I don’t…have much left.” 
 
    “Okay,” Markus said. “Stay with me a couple minutes more, and we’ll get through this. Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Now!” Markus said. He toggled his jumpjets again, doing a backward somersault, with a twist. As he went over her, Enkh spun and slid forward to take his place, and as she moved forward, the Besquith facing her pulled forward, as well…but then they looked up in amazement as Markus’ mech flew above them, flipped around, and started back down on them. They tried to jump back out of the way, but they were too late. 
 
    Markus crashed down on one of the Besquith, slamming his free hand down onto the wolf’s head, while slashing another one across the chest. Both went down. 
 
    Seeing they were all going to die, the remaining Besquith pulled their laser rifles back out and took aim at the Humans. Markus jumped forward to impale one of the remaining Besquith while deploying his laser shield. The laser beam bored through the shield, but it reflected enough of the energy to keep the beam from holing his suit. The Besquith fired again, but it was a half-energy shot as his battery ran out. Markus stepped forward and slashed down. The Besquith brought his rifle up, attempting to block the stroke, but Markus’ blade went through the rifle and then through the Besquith, splitting him most of the way down. 
 
    He turned to find Enkh’s arm blade through the last Besquith’s chest, but the Besquith was holding his rifle, and had just fired it through Enkh’s suit. Both dropped to their knees and fell forward into each other. As the CASPer was heavier, it pushed the alien backward and fell on top of it.  
 
    Markus spun to check the courtyard, but the battle was over and had been won; a handful of CASPers were the only things standing. All the Besquith were down. He strode forward and rolled Enkh’s suit over. His command display showed she was still alive, but fading fast, so he ejected her canopy. She smiled up at him, her face locked in a grimace of pain. “Told you…I was going to practice…the flip,” she said. Then her features relaxed, and her smile smoothed. She was gone. 
 
    Markus went to search the other CASPers, and saw Private Walker climbing from her mech with blood all over her chest. Her movements were uncoordinated, and she collapsed next to it as she made it out of the machine. 
 
    “Medic!” Markus transmitted, sending a beacon to the closest medic. 
 
    The medic, Corporal Jonathan Wyatt, was already out of his mech, and he ran over and knelt next to her as Markus exited his CASPer. He grabbed his medkit and ran over to her, but the medic shook his head. “Don’t waste the nano,” Wyatt said. “The damage is too great, even for the nanites.” 
 
    Walker’s hand twitched in what might have been a wave to get Markus’ attention. “How’d I…do?” she asked softly. 
 
    “You did great,” Markus said. “You saved her life.” 
 
    “Good,” Walker said, then her muscles stilled. 
 
    “She’s dead,” Wyatt said, looking up. “Sorry, sir. She was too far gone when I got here.” 
 
    Markus nodded and sighed, looking around the battlefield. They had won, but at a great cost. He climbed back into his CASPer and turned toward the buildings that had collapsed. He wanted to go and help dig the survivors out of the rubble, but he was terrified of what he might find once he got there.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Free Trading Station, Above Kelfor-6 
 
    “The Besquith ship is approaching weapons range,” the Zuparti said. The leader of the Zuparti contingent, his eye was already starting to close from the backhand strike he’d taken when he’d let the Besquith onboard the station. 
 
    “They’ll get it done,” Sergeant Yvonne Jacobs said. “We’re the Golden Horde. We hold what you’ve got.” 
 
    “Their weapons are preparing to fire…” 
 
    “I’m telling you, they’ll get it—” Without warning, the ship on screen detonated spectacularly from the inside as nuclear weapons went off near both its main engineering spaces and its Combat Information Center. 
 
    “The ship is destroyed!” the Zuparti chittered excitedly. 
 
    “They’ll get it done,” Jacobs repeated softly, her eyes suddenly moist. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base Camp 
 
    The battle was over, for now, and the Golden Horde shifted into rescue and recovery efforts. Sansar oversaw the operations from her CASPer. “Alpha Company on rescue. Bravo Company maintain overwatch.” 
 
    Markus surveyed the remains of the base and the limited number of CASPers moving around through it. There weren’t that many left from either of the companies. He jogged over to the pre-fabricated building and started using the strength of his CASPer to move rubble out of the way. Carrie was somewhere in there. He could hear the comms of similar efforts happening around the base, but he had one focus. He tossed the last of the ferrocrete out of the way and started peeling back metal layers. To his relief, he saw movement.  
 
    First, he saw Major Enkh crawling out from under a console and opened a comm channel. “Major Enkh, Lieutenant Nicolos here. Are you okay?” 
 
    She looked up at the CASPer and gave a thumbs up. When she spoke, her voice was rough. “Yeah…a bit banged up, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    “Major…” 
 
    Enkh pointed to a corner of the room still covered by metal. “Peel that back, Spartan.” 
 
    He reached over and carefully lifted the metal and tossed it aside. He saw Sergeant Clark, or what was left of him after the metal from the roof had hit him, and Carrie laying there. One of the consoles had fallen on her legs. He stood and waited while Enkh made her way over, stumbling quite a few times, trying to keep her balance. 
 
    She fell to her knees and touched Carrie’s neck, then he heard her call on the company channel. “Medic to NetOps!” 
 
    Markus let out the breath he had been holding…she was alive. The console would have to be lifted off, but he knew better than to do it now. They would have to wait for the medics to assess the situation. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he just stood there until he realized someone was calling his name over the command net. It wasn’t just someone; it was Colonel Enkh. “Spartan! Spartan! Spartan, are you with me? Spartan get your head back into the game. Make a path so the medics can get into the building, then go check the warehouse.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” He used his CASPer to tear a hole through a couple of the walls so the medics could evacuate anyone left inside. Some of the troopers were already setting up a triage area where the wounded could be gathered. Once he saw the paths he created were good enough, he ran over toward the warehouse to assist with rescuing the survivors there. Not only that, but they’d need to find and distribute the ammunition kept there in case the Besquith returned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After several hours, the majority of the cleanup was complete. There hadn’t been any more assaults, but everyone was on edge—one wave didn’t seem right. The Horde had found their cache of extra ammunition, and it was, thankfully, mostly intact. Squad by squad, CASPers came back to the warehouse so the troopers could get out for a few minutes and stretch while their mechs were re-armed and recharged. A few opted to take some stims so they could stay awake and alert, but mostly just the newer members of the company. The veterans were used to this kind of deployment and just grabbed a cup of coffee. 
 
    When it was Markus’ turn, Volk and Hobo were waiting when he climbed down. “I’ll need to get back out there fast, Hobo.” 
 
    Hobo nodded. “We’re on it, sir.” 
 
    Specialist Kawa had joined in with the maintenance crews to assist, since he knew the CASPers better than anyone on the planet. He climbed up and worked to replace the control line to the arm-mounted laser while Volk and Hobo recharged the mech and guided pallets of ammunition over to be loaded. 
 
    Markus helped himself to a cup of coffee while he watched the maintenance crew work. He took a few moments to walk around to the other, younger, CASPer troopers and give them words of encouragement and remind them that they had executed the mission of the Golden Horde. They’d held what the Zuparti had. 
 
    He saw Irish sitting on an empty ammo container with his head down and knew that look. He grabbed a refill for himself and a second cup of coffee, and he walked over. “Drink this; you’ll need it. There’s no rest for us anytime soon, Irish.” 
 
    Irish smiled sadly and looked up at Markus. He accepted the coffee with a nod. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Markus dragged over another empty ammo container and sat down. “You did good out there, Trooper.” 
 
    Irish nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “This can’t be your first-time losing troops in combat…” Markus raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, sir. Just never…basically my entire squad. My last company, the contracts weren’t this big.” 
 
    Markus nodded. The Golden Horde, being one of the Four Horsemen, and the only one of them to specialize in defense and fortification, tended to take the largest defense contracts of any company on Earth. 
 
    “Did you ever hear about why I switched to intel?” 
 
    Irish looked up again and shook his head. “Hazard mentioned it was something big, but he wouldn’t go into details.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t. We don’t tend to tell each other’s stories.” Markus took a sip of the less-than-stellar coffee. It would help keep him sharp, but it tasted like shit. 
 
    “It was a defense contract, much like this one,” Markus continued after a moment. “Everything went pretty smoothly. There was supposed to be some opposition, but when it didn’t happen, we just figured they’d decided that going up against the Horde wasn’t a good idea. The last day of the contract, I had my squad out on patrol, and we were ambushed.” 
 
    Irish watched Markus and listened. 
 
    “It was Besquith. They took out my squad, then took out the squad who came to support us. I was the only person to survive, because I got knocked out, and they left me for dead.” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “Two squads, dead, and I was convinced it was my fault. Turns out the Besquith had some kind of jamming tech we hadn’t seen before. Same kind they tried to use here, as it happens. I couldn’t get into my CASPer anymore—I just couldn’t, even if it was just to do sims. I went to the colonel’s office, ready to sign my papers and leave the company.” 
 
    Irish eyes opened wide in surprise. 
 
    Markus nodded. “Yep, I was done. Then Colonel Enkh offered me a spot in intel, and I took it. I did it to make sure what happened to my squad never happened again. You know what? It worked…that’s why Hoplite is my pet project. To keep our troopers alive. You did your best today, Irish. We were up against overwhelming numbers, and we did the job. Losing troopers happens. It’s an unfortunate side-effect of being a combat trooper.” 
 
    Irish looked thoughtful and polished off his coffee with a grimace. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something else. I heard from Hazard that you stuck up for Walker when she screwed up in training and kept her active?” 
 
    Irish nodded. 
 
    “Well, she did great today. She was an asset out there, and there are probably troopers alive right now because of her—because you saw something in her that others didn’t. Keep that sharp eye, Irish.” 
 
    Irish looked over at where the CASPers were lined up. “Looks like I’m ready. Thanks, Lieutenant.” He rose, walked over to his CASPer, and mounted it without hesitation, his shoulders no longer slumped. 
 
    Markus nodded to himself and tossed the rest of the coffee away. Any more of that, and he’d have a hole in his stomach worse than a MAC round.  
 
    Hazard cleared his throat from behind Markus. “Quite a speech, Spartan.” 
 
    Markus stood. “Thanks. Just seemed like he needed it.” 
 
    Hazard clapped him on the shoulder. “Good job. We’ll turn you into a decent officer yet.” 
 
    Markus chuckled and headed back over to his CASPer, shaking his head. “Okay, Hobo, you done yet? There’s work to do!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After everyone had cycled through the rest and rearm station, the work shifted to repairing the walls and getting the defenses back online. Meanwhile, Sansar met with Major King in one of the command building’s conference rooms to decide on their next moves. While the top floors of the building had been destroyed by the cruise missile strike, the lower floors, thanks to Jeha engineering, were mostly intact and stable. 
 
    The officers reviewed the after-action reports and determined they had come out fairly well, although they had lost quite a few of the intel team, including Sergeant Clark, who had gone out shoving Sergeant Baker out of the way to save her life. Surprisingly, though, some of the CASPers in the warehouse were going to be salvageable, and would be operational after some limited repairs, which would help bolster their defenses. The bottom line was that the base and space station had held, although they had lost quite a few troopers defending both of them.  
 
    “So,” Major King asked, “do we go try to find their base, in case there are more of them?” 
 
    Sansar considered for a moment and then nodded. “We have to. We can’t leave a Besquith base on the planet…and we have to figure out where those fighters came from. They had to have been based on the planet, unless there’s another ship hiding somewhere in system.” 
 
    King nodded. “Okay, I’ll start drawing up a plan to deal with the Besquith…but how do we find out about the fighters without the War Pony in-system?” 
 
    Sansar shrugged. “The only ship in-system is the Zuparti transport, and it’s not armed beyond basic anti-piracy weaponry. Happily, at least the battlecruiser has been dealt with; we’re lucky it turned out as well as it did.” 
 
    King nodded. “That is a hell of a thing. A Besquith battlecruiser…that still gets me. The Besquith manning a battlecruiser? Just doesn’t seem right.”  
 
    “I agree. I still haven’t figured that one out. Go ahead and draw up the plans for a patrol. I’d love to have Spartan’s new CASPer out there to help, but the power problems are bothering me. I’m afraid it’s going to have to stay here. Besides, it took some damage when the warehouse collapsed, and that’ll take time to repair.” 
 
    King frowned. “I know. I really think it would help on a recon like this, but I agree. Last thing we need is a stranded CASPer out there. I do want to send him out though…” 
 
    “He’s still technically intel, Major,” Sansar pointed out. 
 
    “True, but did you see him out there? He’s still got it, and he’ll be damn careful about getting caught in an ambush,” King replied.  
 
    “I’m worried about him, though. You didn’t see him standing over what was left of computer operations. It took me nearly a minute to get him to respond.” 
 
    “Let’s get Lieutenant Quinn’s take on it. I was planning to send his platoon, or at least a squad from his platoon anyway,” King suggested. 
 
    Sansar nodded. “Okay, get him in here as soon as he’s free.” 
 
    King’s eyes grew distant for a moment, then she nodded. “He’s on his way.” 
 
    Sansar reviewed the status of her troops and was pleasantly surprised. Spartan’s Hoplite idea was something to keep in mind for the future—hopefully, there would be time to work on it once the Besquith issue was sorted. Something like that would be great on a recon mission for trying to find an enemy compound. 
 
    A moment later there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Come on in, Lieutenant,” Major King called. 
 
    Hazard came in. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” 
 
    “Lieutenant,” Sansar said, “we need a platoon to go find out where the Besquith came from.” 
 
    Hazard nodded. “A full platoon?” He shrugged. “We’re up to the task, ma’am, although I’ll have to fill in some from other platoons. We’re down quite a few.” 
 
    “I know you are, Jacob. Everyone is.” King turned in her chair. “I was thinking about Spartan.” 
 
    Hazard scratched his head but said nothing.  
 
    “Have a seat, Lieutenant,” Sansar said, and indicated an empty chair. 
 
    Hazard nodded and sat where indicated. “Ma’am, he did a great job today, no doubt…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    Sansar leaned forward in her chair. “But?” 
 
     He shrugged. “Markus is intel now. I mean, he did a hell of a job out there today…but should we be sending out a platoon under his command?” He raised a hand as King started to speak. “I’m not concerned about my position, ma’am. I know it wasn’t anything about me, and I know you’re tempted to see how he does leading a platoon…but he’s intel. The troopers will follow him—I have no doubt of that—I’m just concerned about long term. If he’s coming back, I’m all for it. We need troopers like him…but is he ready for it? Better yet, does he want to do it?” 
 
    Sansar sighed. “We don’t know, Lieutenant. I value him in both places. He’s an excellent trooper and an amazing programmer. More importantly, though, he’s the kind of person I want out there today. It’s why I kept him after…you know. Would you want to go up against him?” 
 
    King and Hazard both shook their heads. “Oh, hell no. Ma’am.” Hazard voiced his opinion. 
 
    “Eloquent as always,” Sansar said. 
 
    King nodded. “There’s not much else for him to do right now…the computer system is set up. We expected he’d be spending the rest of the contract working on the Hoplite, and I don’t want him sitting idle.” 
 
    “Any reason he can’t keep working on that, ma’am?” Hazard asked. 
 
    “It took some damage when the warehouse went down…that’s going to take time to repair, and it’s not exactly our top priority right now.” Sansar noted. 
 
    Hazard grimaced. “Without that CASPer of his, this could have been a lot worse. If we hadn’t had advance warning they were coming…” 
 
    King nodded. “I’d call that an understatement, Jacob.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve been keeping him busy since the attack. I know Carrie getting hurt got to him pretty good.” 
 
    “And that’s my concern, Lieutenant,” Sansar said. 
 
    Hazard leaned back in his chair. “Ma’am, you know how it goes. Everyone’s got that one something that’s going to get to them. I’ll say this, though; he didn’t hesitate to engage during the attack, and I’d trust him at my back any day. There’s no way he didn’t know she was buried under that rubble during the assault.” 
 
    Sansar considered for a moment then stood. “Okay, Lieutenant. Take out the platoon. Have Spartan lead First Squad; he’s been working closely with them if I recall correctly?” 
 
    Hazard nodded to Sansar as both he and Major King rose as well. “Yes, ma’am, what’s left of it, anyway. They’ve been doing well together. I think he even managed to get through to our problem child. Too bad she didn’t make it.” 
 
    King nodded. “She was definitely turning around. Okay, sounds good to me. Make it happen.” 
 
    They filed out of the room, and Hazard headed back toward the warehouse to get the platoon together. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus was in his CASPer, standing over the remains of the Hoplite, when Lieutenant Quinn found him. 
 
    “It was a damn good build, Spartan,” Hazard said, shaking his head. “Without it, this would have been a completely different fight.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it worse,” Markus replied. “Now it’s useless, and it probably was before. That power issue has pretty much put a gravestone on the whole project.” 
 
    “Look, you can keep working on it once the alert level goes back down, but never forget that you and your team saved a lot of troopers today.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hazard. So now what?” 
 
    “Now we go find the bastards and take them out. We have to secure this planet. I want you leading First Squad.” 
 
    “That’s Irish’s job. I don’t want to take his squad away from him. I was fine with it during the assault, but…” 
 
    “But nothing,” Quinn responded. “This comes from the top, Spartan.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. In that case…” 
 
    Quinn nodded, looking up at him. “I figure we’ll send what remains of First Squad ahead; Second Squad can lag a little behind for cover.” 
 
     “Makes sense,” Markus said, nodding to himself inside the cockpit. “Okay, I’ll get them together, and we’ll be ready in 30 minutes.” 
 
    He immediately jumped into the squadnet. “Okay team, we have a mission. Gather at the gate. We’re going to go find where the Besquith came from, and make sure they don’t come back…ever.” 
 
    As he was about to head that way himself, he saw a comm request pop up from Carrie. He accepted immediately. “Carrie? Damn…are you okay?” 
 
    Her voice was shaky. “Yeah, just some scratches, but I’m okay thanks to you, apparently, and Aaron. He saw what was coming and shoved me under the console…” 
 
    “He was a good man, and I just happened to be the trooper there to do the job. Look, I’ve got to head out; we’re going to try to locate the Besquith base. We’ll talk when I get back?” 
 
    “Definitely. Be safe, Markus.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weaving through the thicker layers of the jungle wasn’t easy for CASPers, but they managed. It wasn’t hard to follow the path made by the Besquith; they weren’t exactly known for stealth tactics. After a few hours, the trail they were following reached a clearing, and the squad stopped short. 
 
    “Set a perimeter,” Markus ordered. “I’m going to check out that clearing.” 
 
    “Watch yourself, Spartan,” Hazard said. He was in the comm loop with Second Squad, about ten minutes behind them. 
 
    The squad spread out to cover the approaches to the clearing. “Looks clear, Spartan,” Johnston reported. 
 
    “Okay, going in,” Markus said, and he moved slowly into the clearing. There was a dip in the terrain, and he had his weapons ready, trained on the depression.  
 
    As he moved forward, he finally realized what he was looking at. There was a hole in the ground—which appeared natural—but it had thatch and other cover spread around it, which had likely been used to mask it from visual detection. “Son of a bitch…First Squad, move in, Second Squad, come up and cover the perimeter.” 
 
    The rest of the squad moved in from around him, circling the hole in the ground while Second Squad took positions in the jungle around them. “Okay Spartan, we’ve got your back,” Hazard reported. 
 
    Markus directed the lights on his CASPer into the hole. “It’s big. It looks like an entrance to some kind of underground cave system. This has to be where they came from. It’s big enough for a few CASPers side by side. We’re going to go in and check it out. Watch your weapons in here…last thing we want is to cause a cave-in and get stuck.” 
 
    “I’ve seen cave systems like this before, Spartan,” Johnston said. “I’d say this is where our missing apex predator once lived. Probably hunted by ambush.” 
 
    “Ambush is not a word we want to hear right now, Irish,” Markus said with a small chuckle to reduce the harshness of the statement. A couple of the troopers nervously joined in the chuckle. Battlefield humor could be pretty grim. 
 
    They slowly made their way down into the ground, with Markus and Irish side by side in the lead. The cave system had been shored up with metal beams, and Markus transmitted back everything he saw.  
 
    “Yep, they were here all right,” Markus said, looking at the advanced metallurgy they had used. “We can expect resistance. There will still be some Besquith here, and maybe an entire second group meant for a later attack. Stick with MACs and lasers if we engage. No explosives down here.” 
 
    The squad continued down until the ground leveled off and split into two different paths. Markus paused. He did not want to split the squad, but he also didn’t want someone being able to circle around behind him and catch him in a trap.  
 
    “Okay,” Markus said, coming to a decision, “Bridges, Essex, and Dunn, stay here and make sure nothing comes down behind us. The rest of you are with me; we’re going to check these passages one at a time and hope it doesn’t split again.” 
 
    After another fifteen minutes of scouting, the tunnel opened into an enormous chamber, supported by huge, non-natural columns.  
 
    “Okay, hold here,” Spartan ordered. “Cut the lights.” Everyone turned off their CASPer-mounted lighting, leaving only the illumination from the chamber ahead of them. “If there’s anyone here, they certainly know we’re coming, but there’s no need to give them an easy target to shoot at.” 
 
    The squad advanced to the opening, and Markus looked around the room. The most obvious—and frightening—feature of the room was the large wall which spanned the chamber. The wall section mimicked the wall of the Golden Horde’s compound, and it had obviously been used to train for an assault on a fortified location. There were scorch marks from lasers, torn sections from explosives, even ramps that would let the Besquith run up and over the wall.  
 
    Spartan grunted. “Looks like they were training specifically to hit our walls. Some of these segments look exactly like ours; they might even be the same materials. What the hell is going on here?”  
 
    “Plenty of places to hide in there, Spartan,” Hazard said from his position in the jungle, watching Markus’ broadcast. 
 
    “Yeah…this place crawls,” Markus responded. 
 
    As if on cue, MAC fire impacted the tunnel opening, followed by a laser bolt. Markus and Brandon were both hit, but didn’t receive any critical damage in the initial barrage. Markus’ laser shield snapped open as additional laser fire impacted the wall, and shards of rock bounced off the squad’s armor.  
 
    Markus and Irish returned fire and backed away from the opening, but their MAC rounds bounced off the wall segments the Besquith were hiding behind. Markus couldn’t tell if the walls were exactly the same as those used by the Golden Horde, but they appeared to be equally strong, and he didn’t see any weak points that could be exploited without serious effort.  
 
    “Okay,” Markus said, “this isn’t good, but I think we can still take them. There is cover both left and right. When I give the word, we’re going to run in, keeping suppressing fire on their positions until we’re all in place. Dusty, I’m going to mark two sections where they seem to be gathered for rocket fire. I want one rocket in each location. If all goes well, they’ll scramble, and we can pick them off. If they’re front-line troopers, they won’t, though. Everyone needs to be ready for that.” 
 
    Hazard broke in. “Spartan…are you sure you want to go in there at all?” 
 
    Markus hesitated and considered for a few seconds. “Yep. I really don’t like the idea of backing out right now and worrying about these guys coming up my ass in a cramped tunnel. At least in there we can maneuver.” 
 
    “Okay, fair enough. Good luck.” 
 
    Everyone reported ready, and Markus gave the order. “Go!” He charged in and turned right, spraying the wall edges with MAC and laser fire, while Johnston did the same to the left.  
 
    Greer and Stafford were next, and were able to make it to cover, only taking a few hits from glancing laser fire. 
 
    Black and Dusty charged in next, but the Besquith were ready. Several lasers fired at the opening, and a laser nailed Black’s torso dead center. Her CASPer hit the ground, and her status went red; the shot had killed her. Dusty extended his laser shield in time to catch the beams that would have taken him out as well. 
 
    The Besquith who stepped out to fire their lasers met a wall of MAC and laser fire from Markus and Johnston, and they went down. There were a few moments of stillness. Markus knew there was no use asking them to surrender. They were under contract, and Besquith never surrendered. With some other races, there might have been a chance they would surrender to be ransomed, but not them. 
 
    “Well,” Dusty said, “this sucks.” 
 
    Markus assessed the situation. There was only one other entrance to the chamber, almost exactly opposite them. “Dusty, keep your eyes on that entrance over there, if something moves, kill it.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Dusty responded. 
 
    “Irish, Greer, and Stafford, get ready to move. You’re going to try to move around to flank them. I’ll cover you and lay down suppressing fire.” 
 
    “You got it, Spartan,” Johnston answered. 
 
    “Go!” As soon as he spoke, Markus stuck his arm around the edge of the wall and fired short laser bursts to keep the Besquiths’ heads down. 
 
    Johnston led the charge to the left and called out as he got a better view of the Besquith position. “They’ve got a rocket launcher!” He unfolded the laser shield on his right arm as a few of the Besquith took shots at him. 
 
    In that moment, several things happened at once.  
 
    Markus ran out from behind the wall and into the open area. He didn’t have time to think about what to do; he just did it. He fired several shots with both his laser and MAC, then jumped, tapping his jumpjets for the extra boost, and somersaulted to avoid the incoming fire. While in the air, he activated and threw a K-bomb from his belt behind each of the two walls where the Besquith were concealed. 
 
    “Take them out!” Johnston called and charged straight at the Besquith, firing at them as he went. 
 
    Dusty stepped out from behind the wall he had been using for cover and fired three rockets at the Besquith positions. 
 
    Taken by surprise, the Besquith paused for a second too long. Dusty’s rockets hit home, the K-bombs went off, and laser and MAC fire sprayed the area. Before they fell, they got off one rocket, aimed at the wall where Markus had been. The chamber was filled with smoke and dust from the explosions. As it cleared, the chamber went silent. 
 
    Markus grunted from where he had crashed. “Ugh…that sucked.” He started to lever himself up and checked his suit status. His landing had gone slightly wrong when he had jumped back to avoid the rockets Dusty had fired. His left leg had taken some damage—it moved, but not entirely the way it should. His crash had also damaged the laser mounted to his right arm. “Okay everyone, cover the entrances. Gimme status…Greer?” 
 
    Corporal Greer grunted. “Left arm actuators are shot, and my missiles are gone, but I’m okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” Markus said. “Irish?” 
 
    “I’m good, sir. No damage. MAC ammo is running low,” Johnston reported. 
 
    “Copy that. Stafford?” Markus continued down the list. 
 
    “All good here, sir,” Private Stafford didn’t even sound out of breath. 
 
    “Dusty?” 
 
    “All good, sir. And I got to blow something up!” 
 
    The tension broke, and they all laughed. 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?” Irish had walked over and saw Markus still on the ground.  
 
    “I’ll be fine…leg took a little damage, no big deal.” Markus levered himself up. “Cover me…I want to take a look around this place.” 
 
    Markus walked around the chamber and, after a moment, spotted what he had hoped to find. “Hopping out of my CASPer for a minute. Call out if there’s any movement.” 
 
    Irish came over to stand by Markus’ mech. “Yes, sir. What is it?” 
 
    Markus chuckled and climbed down once his canopy was open. “One of their slates…” He walked over and picked up a slate from a table and shook his head. “Idiots. Thanks for the intel.” 
 
    He stowed the slate and closed the canopy of his CASPer. “Okay, let’s get out of here. This is not our job.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base 
 
    Colonel Enkh and Major King sat again in the meeting room. “They’re on the way back, ma’am,” King said. She shook her head. “Going down into tunnels, though? Like Spartan said, this isn’t our gig.”  
 
    Sansar nodded. “Leave a squad on the entrance to cover it, but get everyone else back here. See if they can bring the downed CASPer back with them; if not, we’ll have to clear a path for the retrievers. The Zuparti are going to have to get someone else to clean out that nest of Besquith—assaulting enemy positions isn’t in our contract. We’ll hold what they’ve got, but I’m not going to lose more troopers attacking an enemy in a defensible and fortified position. Have Sergeant Baker and her team assemble an intel package with everything we have once they get back.” 
 
    King nodded and opened the channel to Lieutenant Quinn. “Hazard, leave one squad to cover the entrance on the surface, everyone else RTB. See if they can transport the downed CASPer, or at least get it to the surface. If necessary, have the returning squads clear a path so our retrievers can get through.” 
 
    Sansar stood. “I’ll go have a chat with Terax…I’ll bet Asbaran Solutions—or someone like them—wouldn’t mind a little business.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, the platoon was back at the base and had cleared a path for the suit retrievers to bring back the fallen CASPer. As soon as they got back, a squad from Bravo Company headed out with the retrievers.  
 
    The warehouse no longer had a roof or walls, but the ferrocrete surface had been cleaned off, and the maintenance racks were waiting. Markus backed his CASPer into the rack and popped the canopy as the mech powered down.  
 
    Johnston approached as Markus climbed down from his CASPer. “You okay, sir?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Yeah. Mech took some damage on my landing, but I’m okay. You all did good in there. Good reactions. Go ahead and debrief. I’m sure Sergeant Baker will be wanting to get an intel download. Unless I miss my guess, the colonel will recommend the Zuparti hire an assault company to clean out the Besquith—someone like Asbaran—and they’ll need the intel.” 
 
    As Irish and the remainder of the squad headed out, Major King walked up, her arms crossed over her chest. Markus waited for her to start tapping her foot on the ground like a scolding mother, but she didn’t. 
 
    “Would you like to tell me what you thought you were doing down there, Lieutenant? Are you confusing yourself with a Marine?” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “Ma’am…” He shrugged. “No excuse, Major. We could have pulled back as soon as there was contact, but I didn’t want to try to move back through those tunnels with a known force right behind us.” 
 
    King sighed. “I doubt I would have done much different. Shitty luck losing Black, but that’s all it was, Spartan.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “I know, ma’am. Don’t worry.” He looked down at the ground. He had replayed that moment several times in his mind on the way back, and it was just that, bad luck.  
 
    “Just so you’re aware, Hazard backed up your decision as well. He said that’s how he would have called it if you’d asked.” 
 
    Markus looked up and nodded. “That helps, Major. Thanks.” 
 
    “Come on. Fill me in on what happened from your perspective.” 
 
    They walked side by side toward the command building while Markus filled her in. Then he grinned and held up the slate he’d retrieved. 
 
    “You got one of their slates?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Yep. Give me a few minutes, and we’ll know everything that’s on it.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better get to work, Spartan. The colonel is going to want that information as soon as you can get it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, the Golden Horde repaired their command center so they could get out of the Zuparti’s command and control building and away from any potential prying eyes. The Jeha had rebuilt the warehouse, and the CASPers were back inside. The maintenance crews were hard at work to make sure every CASPer was fully operational, and the troopers were finally able to get some sleep. 
 
    Markus had sequestered himself for much of the time to work on hacking into the slate he’d grabbed from the Besquith base, and Sansar had told Major Enkh to make sure he was not bothered. His sole task was to crack the slate and get all the intelligence possible.  
 
    Sansar finally received a message that Markus was ready to brief the team and had asked the command team to gather in the conference room. The group was assembled when Sansar arrived, and the meeting was called to order. She looked to Major Enkh and asked, “Well?” 
 
    Major Enkh shrugged. “He should be here any—” 
 
    The door opened, and Markus walked in with a grin on his face. 
 
    “Minute,” she finished. 
 
    “Well, Spartan, we’re all waiting,” Sansar said. She raised an eyebrow and indicated a seat. 
 
    Markus nodded, and the Tri-V display on the table came to life with a three-dimensional model of a tunnel system. 
 
    “This is the Besquith compound. Whoever owned this slate was apparently bad at directions and remembering where to go, so it’s well detailed.” 
 
    Some of the chambers lit up on the display. 
 
    “Those are the primary command chambers. The one that’s pulsing is the primary control center. It’s also where their communications equipment is located. Based on the information in this slate, at most there might be another thirty or forty Besquith on-planet, so I don’t think we’ll have to worry about another assault.” 
 
    Megetu leaned back in her chair. “I feel like there’s more…” 
 
    Markus grinned and nodded. “Well, we shouldn’t have to worry about that jamming technology again. Apparently, it was only this company that had it; they were testing out a modification to some of their existing equipment, and they were keeping it secret until they had proof of concept, so they could get the biggest payday possible out of it.  
 
    “Also, we now know why they’re here. The Besquith operation is being led by General Betreth. Apparently, we killed his son on a contract a few years ago, and this whole thing—this contract and even the Merchant Guild’s plan to put a base here—was all part of his larger plan for revenge on the Golden Horde. Of note, I believe it quite likely the general is still in their base.” 
 
    Sansar jaw dropped open. “All of this? This was all just to get revenge against the Golden Horde?” 
 
    Markus nodded. “In a nutshell, yes. There’s not a lot more, but I imagine he’s been working on this for quite a while.” 
 
    Sansar thought for a moment, going back through her files on the mission—what they knew and what they didn’t. “Wait a minute, though. What about the list of things we intercepted that belonged to Asbaran Solutions?” 
 
    “Good question, ma’am,” Markus said with a smile. “General Betreth knew that if things went badly for him here, you would likely do something like what I believe you’re contemplating now—calling in Asbaran to go down into his hole after him. He wanted to make sure that the majority of the company was unavailable if you came looking for them as subcontractors.” 
 
    “So, they may not be available?” 
 
    “According to the information on the slate, no, they shouldn’t be able to put together much of a force to come here at the moment.” 
 
    Sansar nodded. At least things were starting to come together and make sense. “I assume you have all this information packaged up?”               
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He slid a data chip across the table. “That’s everything whoever assaults the base will need to navigate, know where the choke points are, et cetera.” 
 
    “Well done, Spartan.” She tilted her head. “I have a feeling you have something else up your sleeve.” 
 
    “As it happens, I do. If I can get close enough, using this slate, I can hack into their main control system and get everything there as well…but I’d have to be very close. Direct access would be best.” 
 
    Both Sansar and Major King shook their heads. “Sorry, Spartan. That’s too risky,” Sansar pointed out. 
 
    Markus shrugged. “I’m just letting you know what’s possible, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sansar stood. “I’ve convinced the Zuparti to contract with Asbaran for the assault. If they aren’t available, I’ll get permission for the next best unit that’s available. A Zuparti transport should be entering the system any day now with more of their personnel and materials. It will land, unload, and then I’ll be accompanying them to Earth so I can personally deliver the intelligence we have. Major King and Major Enkh will handle the rest of the contract. Spartan, keep working on your Hoplite project as best you can, with what we have.” 
 
    Everyone stood. “Thank you, ma’am,” Markus said with a nod. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After the meeting, Markus decided to head over to the warehouse to check the repair progress on the Hoplite, and he was pleasantly surprised when he got there. Specialist Kawa was just climbing down from the maintenance rack and smiled. 
 
    “Just finished up, Lieutenant. She’s ready for another round of tests. We’ve been looking through all the data, and we honestly can’t explain the power problem. It doesn’t make any sense. All the math says that we should have at least 18 hours of run time, even with the full sensor load.” 
 
    Markus nodded. He had reviewed the data as well, and he’d come to the same conclusion. All the simulations pointed to the power regulation being perfect. 
 
    Hobo and Volk came out from behind the CASPer. Volk headed over toward another mech, and Hobo walked up to join Markus and Kawa. “We’ll have it ready by morning. We’ve spent the day going over every power connection to make sure there’s no problems, and everything meets specs.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get the team together at first light. I’ll take it out for a test run, and we’ll see if we can isolate the problem. At least we shouldn’t have any more Besquith issues.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base 
 
    Things stabilized over the next few weeks at the base. The Besquith stayed in their hole, with a squad of CASPers on guard to make sure they did. Until their supplies ran out or another Besquith ship showed up to reinforce/resupply them, the status quo reigned. 
 
    The Zuparti transport arrived and landed on schedule, and the Zuparti were able to confirm the landing pad was ready to start accepting traffic. More materials were delivered, and additional warehouses were constructed. Sansar accompanied the transport off-planet to Earth via Karma, along with the CASPers that were too badly damaged to be repaired on Kelfor-6. The Jeha left also; they had completed their contract and were going to be dropped off at Karma. 
 
    Meanwhile, testing continued on the Hoplite, though the team was still unable to resolve the power drain issue. “Okay folks,” Markus said to the gathered team. “I’ve programmed in some detailed diagnostics for this run. It’ll provide constant energy consumption telemetry back to the terminal here during the test. You’ll be able to tell where every amp of energy is going at every moment. We have to find the problem.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and got ready. Markus sealed himself into the CASPer and headed out as he had almost every day for the past weeks, determined to solve the issue. Once he was outside the gate, he opened the comm channel back to his team. 
 
    “Okay, everyone set? Are the readings coming in?” 
 
    “All good, Spartan,” Specialist Kawa answered. “Go ahead and turn them on.” 
 
    “Here we go.” Markus activated the full sensor suite of the CASPer and noticed an odd signature on the right hand. He raised his hand and chuckled to himself. It was the last dragonfly drone, resting on the back of his hand. 
 
    “Thought it might bring us some luck,” Kawa said over the comm. 
 
    “Thanks, Kawa. Here’s hoping.” Markus verified the sensor settings and started a run around the outside of the fortifications. It was a two-fold exercise. He got in a good workout, and it pushed the power usage of the CASPer to the max. He would get an occasional wave from the troopers around the walls, who had taken to watching and timing his laps around the fortification. There was a bet going on whether he could beat his best time today or not. 
 
    About half way around, Kawa sounded concerned. “Sir…I’m getting some really weird readings here. Are you sure the sensors aren’t interfering with the telemetry?” 
 
    Markus responded, puzzled. “Positive. It’s a completely different transmission band…what kind of weird readings?” 
 
    “Sir…the levels are ramping up. Fast.” 
 
    Without warning he heard Hobo’s voice yelling over the comms. “Eject, eject, eject!” 
 
    Without even thinking, Markus stopped in his tracks and hit the canopy emergency jettison. He jumped out of the cockpit and ran away from it, and away from the wall. He didn’t know why Hobo made that call, but it wasn’t a call you ignored. “What’s going on Hobo?” he asked once he was clear. 
 
    “Just run, Spartan!” Hobo urged. 
 
    The Hoplite exploded like it had been hit with a missile. Markus dove for the ground and balled himself up to give as small a profile as possible as debris rained down on him. 
 
    Simultaneously, the terminal in the hangar that the group had been gathered around began sparking and burst into flames. The team scattered, and a technician unplugged it then sprayed it with an extinguisher. Several slates in the area that belonged to the team also started smoldering and caught fire, and several people had to jettison belts or other equipment holders they were mounted on or risk having their clothes catch fire. 
 
    In the Golden Horde’s barracks area, a smoke alarm in Markus’ quarters activated, and passing troopers kicked in the door to find there had been an explosion in the room. Several pieces of gear were on fire, and they ran for extinguishers to put them out. 
 
    Outside the fortifications, Markus stood as the rain of burning debris ended, and he looked around. “Okay, what the fuck?” 
 
    Hobo answered, “No idea, Spartan. We’re sending a truck out to get you. You’re not going to believe this shit. We’ll talk when you get back inside. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Other than needing a shower, yeah, I’m fine.”  
 
    Markus looked around as what was left of his project burned and smoldered around him. A large piece of armor had fallen near him—a few inches to the left, and it would have imbedded itself in him. He shook his head as he looked closer; the armor panel was the door to a leg compartment. Although badly mangled, he could still make out some of the names Volk had inscribed on the armor.  
 
    He sighed. “Sorry, troopers,” he said, shaking his head. “I tried.” 
 
    He stared at the names until the truck arrived to pick him up. Volk hopped out of the truck and ran over. “You okay, Spartan?” 
 
    He nodded. “Help me with this.” 
 
    They loaded the scorched and mangled piece of armor plating into the truck and headed back into the base. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, TX, Earth 
 
    Colonel Sargon Shirazi, commander of Asbaran Solutions, met Sansar as she walked into his outer office. “Good to see you,” he said, “although I doubt you would have come to Houston just to report good news.” 
 
    “I have news,” Sansar said, “and I could use your help. Is there somewhere we can talk?” 
 
    Shirazi ushered her into his office and directed her to a seat. “Now, what can I do to assist the head of the Golden Horde?” 
 
    Sansar gave him a wan smile. “You could kill some Besquith for me.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Shirazi replied. “There are few things I like more than killing aliens.” He smiled. “One of those, though, is getting paid. Is there a paycheck attached to these Besquith, or is this something I’m going to do gratis for you?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s pay in it all right, although I don’t know whether you’ll be able to take it on. Still, I wanted to offer it to you first.” 
 
    Shirazi smiled. “This sounds complicated. Why don’t you start at the beginning, and we’ll see where we end.” 
 
    “Do you remember when I contacted you about the lists of gear we found?” 
 
    Shirazi’s smile faded. “Yes. Please tell me the leak isn’t still occurring. We have taken a number of measures—” 
 
    Sansar waved a hand, interrupting him. “No, you’re fine. We haven’t seen anything more since then.” Shirazi nodded, placated. “We have, however, found out who was doing it, and why.” 
 
    Shirazi leaned forward, a fierce gleam in his eyes. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Several years ago, the Golden Horde killed the son of a Besquith general known as Betreth. Apparently, this general is both rich and powerful, and he did not take well to his son’s premature passing, despite the fact that it was his son who attacked us.”  
 
    “So, he got what was coming to him. Attack the Horde, get the horn.” 
 
    Sansar gave him a half-smile. “Something like that, yes. In any event, the general decided to embark on a strategy of revenge, and the communications traffic we intercepted was part of that plan. Not only did he want to lure us to a planet where he could surprise and kill us all, he wanted to do it at a time when neither you nor Cartwright’s Cavaliers could come and help us. Apparently, there was message traffic on the Cavaliers, like what we intercepted of yours, but we missed it.” 
 
    “Aha! A flaw in the Golden Horde’s monitoring systems!” Shirazi exclaimed with a smile. 
 
    Sansar shrugged. “Even we aren’t perfect, and if they looked like the Cavaliers’ transmissions, we would have ignored them as a professional courtesy. Regardless, we were able to figure out Betreth’s plan in time, and when he attacked, we were ready for him and soundly defeated him.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Shirazi said, “although I would have expected nothing less. If he is defeated, though, why are you here?” 
 
    “Because ‘soundly defeated’ isn’t the same as ‘totally destroyed.’ Betreth and some of his troops went down into a tunnel system and haven’t come out in the month since. We can’t let him go, as I don’t want to have a repeat of this, but our gear isn’t optimized for hunting wolves underground.” 
 
    “And you want us to do it for you.” 
 
    “No, I want to hire you as a subcontractor to do it for us. The Zuparti we’re working for have increased our payday to take care of the nest, so they don’t emerge when we leave.” 
 
    “There is a saying in my country—eventually justice serves he who is deserving. It sounds like it is time for us to bring justice to this Betreth, and so we shall! Although I am just about to leave on the Moorhouse contract you saw the paperwork for, my son just brought back one of our companies early from a contract, and he’s available. And killing aliens and getting paid? We’re always happy to do that!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Zuparti Base 
 
    Markus and his team, with the addition of Majors King and Enkh and Lieutenant Quinn, sat in a meeting room after getting back inside the walls. Markus hadn’t bothered to clean up; his face was a mask as he stared at the table. Even though the majors were present, it was still his team. 
 
    Markus looked up from the table and focused on each person in the room one by one. “What the hell happened?”  
 
    There was a mixture of shrugs and muttered responses. No one seemed to want to look him directly in the eye. 
 
    Markus looked at O’Borne. “Hobo…you saw it coming, what did you see?” 
 
    “Power levels seemed like they were climbing way too fast, and I saw the cooling system wasn’t kicking in like it should. My guess is that the battery or power plant overheated and went critical. If we hadn’t had that improved telemetry you wrote…” He shrugged. 
 
    Kawa leaned forward. “What about the terminal and the slates? That makes no sense!” 
 
    The room was silent until Major King furrowed her brow and raised a finger. “Spartan, I just got word there was a fire in your quarters…You had a slate in a secure case?” 
 
    Markus nodded, and stood. “Yeah…One I had custom made.” 
 
    She motioned him to sit. “Well, looks like it decided to burn up too. It blew the case open and set fire to the room. They’ve got it out, but your slate is nothing but a melted mess.” 
 
    “Well shit! Major Enkh, you will probably want to have a full diagnostic run on every piece of equipment we have. Sounds like some kind of virus…Something like I would write if I wanted to eliminate any trace of something.” 
 
    She nodded. “Already being done, Spartan.” 
 
     “Okay folks,” Markus sighed and shrugged. “I’m lost here. None of this makes sense. I’ve never heard of a slate melting down, or a CASPer just overheating, or a data terminal randomly catching on fire. I mean…it can be done with the right code at the right time, but it’s a hell of a stretch for all that to happen in the same place. Ideas?” 
 
    Major King stood up. “I doubt you’re going to figure this out in the next hour. Spartan, go get a shower, get some food. A few troopers are getting your gear moved to new quarters. Lieutenant Quinn, make sure the rest of the CASPers are checked out. Specialist Kawa, have your team assist in a full software check of all the mechs. Then let’s review the software that was in the Hoplite and figure out what happened.” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “We can’t. Every slate that had the software on it just burned up. The code is gone. Gone. This isn’t over, though.” He turned and walked out of the room, pulling the door closed softly behind him. 
 
    King frowned and shook her head. “Okay then, everyone go; let’s worry about what we can control for now. Also, I just got word that Asbaran has arrived in-system. They’ll be landing within the day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Markus watched from the wall as the Asbaran Solutions dropships landed. The troopers emerged, got organized, and headed straight out to take care of business. He figured the Besquith problem would be solved within a few hours. As he turned to look out over the walls, thinking that it really wasn’t a bad view, he got a comm request from Major King. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “Come on in, Spartan. We have new orders for you from HQ.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    He made his way down and jogged over to the command center to find Major King waiting for him. She motioned him to join her in the conference room and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Colonel Enkh sent your orders. You’re heading home, Spartan. You and your squad…which is now officially your squad, by the way. Asbaran will give you a lift when they’re done, so you probably have a day or two to get ready. Your project team will be going back, too, as the project is…well…done for now.” 
 
    Markus sighed and nodded. “Yes, ma’am, we’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Mouth of the Besquith Tunnels 
 
    Farhad Shirazi looked at the schematics of the tunnel system and smiled. The Besquith had been down there with over a month to prepare, but he outnumbered them and had a map of their warrens. 
 
    “First Platoon, forward!” he commed, gesturing at the mouth of the tunnel. “Go to the split and take up positions there.” Twenty CASPers, most with rockets, entered the tunnels, checking for traps as they went. “No need to hurry,” Farhad added. “We’ve got all the time in the world to bury them here.” 
 
    “Second Platoon, once they are in position, we will go past them, taking the left tunnel. If you see something, fire a rocket at it. We have plenty of rockets and K-bombs to spare, and the Besquith aren’t going anywhere. If we need to go back to the dropship to get more, we will.” 
 
    “Are we going to give them a chance to surrender?” First Sergeant Arash Najafi asked as Farhad started forward with Second Platoon. 
 
    “I am feeling magnanimous today,” Farhad said. “Call the Besquith general, Betreth, and give him the opportunity to surrender.” 
 
    They had their answer before Farhad reached the split in the passage. 
 
    “Betreth said that he will see us all dead before he thinks about surrendering,” Najafi reported. 
 
    “Good,” Farhad replied. “No surrender. Kill them all, men!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kelfor-6, Besquith Tunnels 
 
    General Betreth watched the advancing mecha slowly maneuver their way through the tunnel system. Their liberal use of explosives defeated the majority of the traps his troops had devised and neutralized their defensive positions with a minimum of casualties. The Asbaran troopers also destroyed the cameras as they passed, so he could easily determine where they were—wherever he couldn’t see. Despite his troops’ best efforts, he had only seen a couple of their hated mecha destroyed.  
 
    It was dishonorable the way the Humans fought—hiding behind metal suits rather than meeting his troops in hand-to-hand combat, but that was their way. Dishonor above all else. His son had received a dishonorable death at their hands, and now it looked like—instead of revenge—he would receive the same ending. 
 
    Although the operation had been planned to coincide with a time when neither Asbaran Solutions nor Cartwright’s Cavaliers would be available, he could see the troopers were Asbaran. Hopefully, the day would come, and soon, when they would all perish. He had spoken with Peepo and knew there were plans in place, but he had claimed the honor of killing the Golden Horde before it began. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked out that way. 
 
    He would die with a weapon in his hand, though, and he focused his laser rifle on the door to his office. Perhaps he could kill a few of them before they got him. The humans’ suits were susceptible to laser fire, and he had the most powerful laser in their inventory. 
 
    He fired the laser when the door slammed open, then paused when he saw no one was standing outside. He held his fire and moved around his desk, looking for a target in the passage outside. Several large bundles arced into the room from the sides of the door. They were too big to be grenades, he thought at first, but then he realized they were…just up-sized to fit the massive hands of the giant mecha. 
 
    There was a flash as the K-bombs exploded, then nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth 
 
    “I’m really impressed with everything you did at Kelfor-6,” Sansar said. “Without your assistance, things would have been much different, and we might even have been wiped out if General Betreth’s plan had been allowed to proceed as he’d envisioned. He’d put millions of credits into it, but it was all undone by your work, both in the intel shop and with your Hoplite.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Markus said, “but it wasn’t anything that anyone else in the Horde wouldn’t have done.” 
 
    “They might have tried to do it, but I don’t know that they would have been as successful as you were.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Markus repeated, bowing his head. “I was just trying to do my best to help the team.” 
 
    “I know,” Sansar said, “and I have something for you that will challenge even your considerable skills.” 
 
    “What’s that, ma’am?” Markus asked. 
 
    “I just took a small defensive contract to help train a new member of the Galactic Union. They aren’t interested in becoming mercs, but they do want to have the ability to defend their planet and the outposts in their system. The system is strategically placed on one of the trade routes, and a new Merchant Guild base is being built there.” 
 
    “Like the one being built in Kelfor-6?” 
 
    “Hopefully without all the Besquith,” Sansar said with a smile, “but yes, just like that. Under the auspices of helping to train the indigenous race there, I want you to set up a listening post and monitor traffic. If the Merchant Guild base becomes as big of a hub as they’re forecasting, there might be some great intel to be gleaned in the system. Something still seems…odd, recently—” She held up a hand, silencing him, “—I don’t know what it is, but things just seem odd. Too many companies not coming back from contracts, and other things, like this damn dream I keep having…”  
 
    “Dream, ma’am?” 
 
    “You know the Black Death scenario in the simulators?” 
 
    Markus faked a shudder, although he didn’t have to try very hard. “Everyone knows about the Black Death scenario, ma’am. It’s a graduation-level event.” 
 
    “It came from a dream I had.” 
 
    Now Markus didn’t have to fake it—a very real shudder came over him as tendrils of ice crept down his spine. The leaders of the Horde were rumored to have dreams, and they often came true. If that particular dream came true…he didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “I’ve had that dream several times recently,” Sansar said. “That may be why I feel like something’s wrong—that dream is very unsettling.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Markus replied. “I can see how that would be. What can I do to help?” 
 
    “I will be leading the Horde on a contract to the Trigar System, but I would like you to take a squad of specialists on this other contract, and I want you to keep your eyes and ears open. I know I can trust your judgement…and your discretion.” 
 
    “You can count on me,” Markus said. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Markus,” Sansar said. “I knew I could count on you.” 
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    Excerpt from “A Fiery Sunset:” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Avander Pharmaceuticals, Chattanooga, Tennessee, Earth 
 
    “Dr. Avander will see you now,” said the Veetch. The alien obviously thought he was stupid, Major Good decided, as it flipped one of its left hands to indicate the enormous mahogany door behind it that sported the nameplate, “Dr. Ezekiel Avander, CEO.” As it was the only door beside the one he came in, Good really didn’t need a lot of decision-making skill to figure that out. 
 
    Apparently, showing in visitors wasn’t part of the alien’s job description, as it went back to what it was doing without getting up. Nice. 
 
    Major Good walked to the door and turned the handle. The solid mahogany door was every bit the feature-piece it appeared to be and required a decent portion of his augmented strength to open. It probably was meant to overawe visitors. Good, however, found it slightly annoying. 
 
    “Dr. Avander?” he asked as he entered the room. The office was as ostentatious on the inside as he had guessed it would be from looking at the exterior. Luxuriously-appointed furnishings were tastefully positioned throughout the room, with bookcases artfully filled with a variety of works, from classical masterpieces to the latest treatises on the art and practice of war. It was a tribute to an extremely wealthy man who had equally eclectic tastes. 
 
    The other feature of the room was a massive desk that matched the entrance door, on which sat a forest of slates and monitors, to the extent that the man behind them was only glimpsed in portions and slices. From what Good could see, the man appeared in constant motion, working on a great portion of the devices in front of him, nearly simultaneously. 
 
    “Yes?” came a distant voice from behind the monitors. 
 
    “I’m Major Good,” the intel officer replied. “I’m here to talk with you about why you haven’t returned our calls.” 
 
    The motion behind the monitors ceased, and a hand slid a number of the monitors out of the way so Good could see the man behind them. Whatever Good had expected from the merc-turned-CEO, this wasn’t it. The man wore a faded leather jacket, and a giant stogie hung from the corner of his mouth. Lines from his implants trailed off to four of the slates. Although the man was closing in on 150 years old, he looked no older than 55, and appeared in top physical shape. The piercing blue eyes stared at Good for a moment as if looking into his soul, then the man smiled and waved him to one of the two chairs in front of the desk. 
 
    “Please sit,” the man said, “and call me Zeke.” 
 
    “Hi, Zeke,” Major Good replied; “we’ve called you a bunch, and you haven’t returned any of our calls.” 
 
    “There’s a damned good reason why, too.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” Zeke said, and he started to pull the monitors back into their earlier positions. 
 
    “One second,” Good said. “Can I ask why you’re not interested? Your planet has been assaulted by aliens, and all you want to do is to sit here and run your empire? Trying to milk a few more credits from old men and women in search of the Fountain of Youth?” 
 
    “Look,” Zeke said, “I enjoyed my time with The Golden Horde, and I think I did very well for you. Certainly, my service helped garner some extra credits for the company. Now, I may not have the intelligence facilities the Horde does, but my network runs pretty deep, and I’m kept passingly familiar with anything important going on, anywhere on this planet, that might affect business. I am well aware of the aliens on Earth and their intentions. I’m not, however, interested in coming back to work for the Horde; I have enough to do here.” 
 
    “What could be more important than joining the resistance?” 
 
    Zeke cocked his head and looked piercingly at the major again. “Do you know what we do here?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You help old people live another day through a variety of treatments and enhancements.” 
 
    “I help people live longer,” Zeke said. “I help them beat diseases that are untreatable anywhere else on this planet. I do this by working at the cellular level, fixing things that have previously been unfixable by mankind. I give people life!” 
 
    Zeke turned one of the monitors so Good could see the image of a virus on it. “I can also take life,” he continued, his voice quiet, “just as easily as I can give it. You are running around recruiting people for a war that is already underway, a war that I am already fighting. Only my company can tailor viruses to do the things we want. To attack the creatures I want. Why am I not interested in coming back to the Horde? Because I’m far more valuable here.” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech.  
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years.  
 
     Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked.  
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Excerpt from Overture: 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    May 21st 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was still an hour away as Mindy Channely opened the roof access and stared in surprise at the crowd already assembled there. “Authorized Personnel Only” was printed in bold red letters on the door through which she and her husband, Jake, slipped onto the wide roof. 
 
    A few people standing nearby took notice of their arrival. Most had no reaction, a few nodded, and a couple waved tentatively. Mindy looked over the skyline of Portland and instinctively oriented herself before glancing to the east. The sky had an unnatural glow that had been growing steadily for hours, and as they watched, scintillating streamers of blue, white, and green radiated over the mountains like a strange, concentrated aurora borealis. 
 
    “You almost missed it,” one man said. She let the door close, but saw someone had left a brick to keep it from closing completely. Mindy turned and saw the man who had spoken wore a security guard uniform. The easy access to the building made more sense. 
 
    “Ain’t no one missin’ this!” a drunk man slurred. 
 
    “We figured most people fled to the hills over the past week,” Jake replied. 
 
    “I guess we were wrong,” Mindy said. 
 
    “Might as well enjoy the show,” the guard said and offered them a huge, hand-rolled cigarette that didn’t smell like tobacco. She waved it off, and the two men shrugged before taking a puff. 
 
    “Here it comes!” someone yelled. Mindy looked to the east. There was a bright light coming over the Cascade Mountains, so intense it was like looking at a welder’s torch. Asteroid LM-245 hit the atmosphere at over 300 miles per second. It seemed to move faster and faster, from east to west, and the people lifted their hands to shield their eyes from the blinding light. It looked like a blazing comet or a science fiction laser blast. 
 
    “Maybe it will just pass over,” someone said in a voice full of hope. 
 
    Mindy shook her head. She’d studied the asteroid’s track many times. 
 
    In a matter of a few seconds, it shot by and fell toward the western horizon, disappearing below the mountains between Portland and the ocean. Out of view of the city, it slammed into the ocean. 
 
    The impact was unimaginable. The air around the hypersonic projectile turned to superheated plasma, creating a shockwave that generated 10 times the energy of the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated as it hit the ocean’s surface. 
 
    The kinetic energy was more than 1,000 megatons; however, the object didn’t slow as it flashed through a half mile of ocean and into the sea bed, then into the mantel, and beyond. 
 
    On the surface, the blast effect appeared as a thermal flash brighter than the sun. Everyone on the rooftop watched with wide-eyed terror as the Tualatin Mountains between Portland and the Pacific Ocean were outlined in blinding light. As the light began to dissipate, the outline of the mountains blurred as a dense bank of smoke climbed from the western range. 
 
    The flash had incinerated everything on the other side. 
 
    The physical blast, travelling much faster than any normal atmospheric shockwave, hit the mountains and tore them from the bedrock, adding them to the rolling wave of destruction traveling east at several thousand miles per hour. The people on the rooftops of Portland only had two seconds before the entire city was wiped away. 
 
    Ten seconds later, the asteroid reached the core of the planet, and another dozen seconds after that, the Earth’s fate was sealed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Overture” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B077YMLRHM. 
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    Excerpt from Wraithkin: 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The lifeless body of his fellow agent on the bed confirmed the undercover operation was thoroughly busted. 
 
    “Crap,” Agent Andrew Espinoza, Dominion intelligence Bureau, said as he stepped fully into the dimly lit room and carefully made his way to the filthy bed in which his fellow agent lay. He turned away from the ruined body of his friend and scanned the room for any sign of danger. Seeing none, he quickly walked back out of the room to where the slaves he had rescued earlier were waiting. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep quiet now,” he reminded them. “I’ll go first, and you follow me. I don’t think there are any more slavers in the warehouse. Understand?” 
 
    They all nodded. He offered them a smile of confidence, though he had lied. He knew there was one more slaver in the warehouse, hiding near the side exit they were about to use. He had a plan to deal with that person, however. First he had to get the slaves to safety. 
 
    He led the way, his pistol up and ready as he guided the women through the dank and musty halls of the old, rundown building. It had been abandoned years before, and the slaver ring had managed to get it for a song. In fact, they had even qualified for a tax-exempt purchase due to the condition of the neighborhood around it. The local constable had wanted the property sold, and the slaver ring had stepped in and offered him a cut if he gave it to them. The constable had readily agreed, and the slavers had turned the warehouse into the processing plant for the sex slaves they sold throughout the Dominion. Andrew knew all this because he had been the one to help set up the purchase in the first place. 
 
    Now, though, he wished he had chosen another locale. 
 
    He stopped the following slaves as he came to the opening which led into one of the warehouse’s spacious storage areas. Beyond that lay their final destination, and he was dreading the confrontation with the last slaver. He checked his gun and grunted in surprise as he saw he had two fewer rounds left than he had thought. He shook his head and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Stay here and wait for my signal,” he told the rescued slaves. They nodded in unison. 
 
    He took a deep, calming breath. No matter what happened, he had to get the slaves to safety. He owed them that much. His sworn duty was to protect the Dominion from people like the slavers, and someone along the way had failed these poor women. He exhaled slowly, crossed himself and prayed to God, the Emperor and any other person who might have been paying attention. 
 
    He charged into the room, his footsteps loud on the concrete flooring. He had his gun up as he ducked behind a small, empty crate. He peeked over the top and snarled; he had been hoping against hope the slaver was facing the other direction. 
 
    Apparently Murphy is still a stronger presence in my life than God, he thought as he locked eyes with the last slaver. The woman’s eyes widened in recognition and shock, and he knew he would only have one chance before she killed them all. 
 
    He dove to the right of the crate and rolled, letting his momentum drag him out of the slaver’s immediate line of fire. He struggled to his feet as her gun swung up and began to track him, but he was already moving, sprinting back to the left while closing in on her. She fired twice, both shots ricocheting off the floor and embedding themselves in the wall behind him. 
 
    Andrew skid to a stop and took careful aim. It was a race, the slaver bringing her gun around as his own came to bear upon her. The muzzles of both guns flashed simultaneously, and Andrew grunted as pain flared in his shoulder. 
 
    A second shot punched him in the gut and he fell, shocked the woman had managed to get him. He lifted his head and saw that while he had hit her, her wound wasn’t nearly as bad as his. He had merely clipped her collarbone and, while it would smart, it was in no way fatal. She took aim on him and smiled coldly. 
 
    Andrew swiftly brought his gun up with his working arm and fired one final time. The round struck true, burrowing itself right between the slaver’s eyes. She fell backward and lay still, dead. He groaned and dropped the gun, pain blossoming in his stomach. He rolled onto his back and stared at the old warehouse’s ceiling. 
 
    That sucked, he groused. He closed his eyes and let out a long, painful breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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