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I met Mark and Chris at HonorCon in 2016 and heard a few of their ideas about the Four Horsemen universe. When they contacted me for a short story, I was more than happy to write one. I’ve been a huge fan of military science fiction for years. Hammer’s Slammers from David Drake introduced me to the world of mercenaries. Chris and Mark have done a splendid job of incorporating the idea into their universe, and who doesn’t like mechanical suits of armor? Aside from Drake, there are many authors who held my fascination as they introduced me to heroes from every walk of life. John Ringo, David Weber, and Jim Butcher are just a few. And there are very few who can be even half the storyteller that Louis L’Amour was.

I never expected to be an author, but it seems that I ended up as one anyway. I wrote my first book, Soulguard, in 2014. It came from a dream I had three nights in a row. I started to write a short story to clear my head and found out it took a lot more to do the job. I looked down and there was ninety thousand words in the document with the story still growing in my head. So far that series has five books and three more planned.

After HonorCon, I wrote Legends for 4HU anthology. It was liked well enough for them to ask for a novel so I started writing. Legend was a fun story and I am certain there will be more about Martin Quincy to come. I hope you enjoy it as much as I have.

At the back of the book are a list of books I have written and have plans for, as well as contact information if you wish.

And remember, folks, reviews are the lifeblood of an independent author.
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“I think the Cavalier should buy the next round!” Kal Turner yelled to a roomful of cheers. “Tommy! Set ‘em up!”

“Thanks for volunteering me for that,” I said with a grin.

“What are you worried about? You got plenty of credits.”

“Asshole.”

“Just wait till you get your first payday from the Cavaliers,” he said. “Lancer uses that ‘court appointed’ thing so he can set the pay rate wherever he wants to put it. I bet you make more in a year with them than he paid you for in ten.”

“You think so?”

“I’d bet on it. Lancer picks up cannon fodder from the courts. Occasionally, he gets something he didn’t expect. That bonus you picked up at the ceremony was probably enough to make your pay what it should have already been.”

“I never really looked into it,” I said. “I wasn’t in it for the money.”

“Just servin’ your time?”

“In a manner of speaking,” I answered. “Couldn’t stand the thought of ten years in a cage.”

“It’d probably have been a lot safer,” he returned. “Of course, you wouldn’t have learned you were so good at killin’ aliens.”

“True,” I nodded. “All I wanted was to work the factory and live a regular life. I spent six months trying to live a regular life, and almost died of boredom. Guess this is what I was made for.”

“What have they got lined up for the ‘Legend?’”

“Quit with that crap.”

“Why?” he asked. “You earned the title.”

“You were right there with me through most of it.”

“Yeah,” he laughed. “In the safest place I could find—right behind you. No one was worried about me, they were all shootin’ at you.”

“Got hit a couple times,” I said.

“I think every one of us got hit at some point,” he said after a moment. “You hear about Goros?”

“He retired about five years ago.”

“Couldn’t take it,” he said. “Came back about three months ago. Lost him and his whole platoon. Bad contract. Ran up against another merc unit. Some elite group from out in the Peco arm. It was rough.”

I was silent for a moment, then raised my glass, “Here’s to the Sarge.”

“To the Sarge,” he said as our glasses touched. “The man was fearless.”

“Learned a lot from Goros,” I said with a nod. “Sad to hear he’s gone, but I guess he went out doin’ what he loved.”

“They said the mercs that took him down contacted Lancer and told him his forces were buried with honor after the battle was finished. He’d done better against them with a platoon than many had done with three times their number.”

I raised my glass again, thinking of the Sarge. He’d come back after being given a way out of that life. Was I following in his footsteps? It was possible. But what else was there for someone like me? I specialized in a skill useless on Earth; killing. I didn’t have any family left, being raised in an orphanage here in Wichita. There wasn’t much to hold me here, and it wasn’t the credits that drew me back. Half of the pay I’d earned over that ten-year span with Lancer had been donated to various orphanages around the country.

“Sounds like Goros.”

“It does, doesn’t it?”

“If we’re lucky, we can go out like that.”

“I don’t know about you,” he said. “I plan to die in my nineties. I figure I’ll have a heart attack while doing a twenty-year-old.”

“Come and go at the same time, huh?”

He laughed. “Exactly!”

I motioned for Tommy. “Another round for the room! Let’s all raise a glass to the toughest merc I ever worked with! Sergeant Jasper Goros!”

After the toast, Kal turned back to me. “Don’t go and get yourself killed like that.”

“I’ll try my best,” I said. “On my way to the Cavalier Compound tomorrow.”

“Look out, here comes the ‘Legend.’”

“Shit, Kal,” I returned. “This is the Cavaliers, one of the Four Horsemen; they’re all ‘Legends.’”

“Then you’ll fit right in, Brother.”

* * *
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“This, boys and girls,” Captain Devereaux said, “is a CASPer—the Combat Assault System, Personal.”

I looked at the behemoth he was pointing toward. I had heard Cartwright had a hand in the design of a combat suit. This was the brainchild of Jim and a young robotics expert from London named James Taylor, with backing from several of the Four Horsemen. This was the first one I had seen, and it stood a little over ten feet tall, with a bulky body. The canopy was open, and we could see where the driver would mount the beast.

“This is what our Illustrious Potentate has given us to equalize things, just a little,” he continued. “Some of you have been recruited after serving with other mercs, and we all know how overmatched we’ve been at times.”

I nodded when he looked in my direction. There were three of us new to the platoon who had already been out in the thick of it. Most of the newcomers were young and fresh from the recruiting stations. 

Devereaux pointed to the shoulder of the CASPer. “That is a swivel-mounted .50 cal with thirty rounds. The other side is graced with a 7.62 mm, rotating six-barreled machine gun that fires up to 6,000 rounds per minute.”

I smiled. “Like the sound of that.”

I recognized the minigun as similar to the ones used on helicopters some years ago. 

“I bet you do, Quincy,” he said. “Considering what you ground-pounders were carrying before.”

He turned back to the CASPer, “It can be equipped with various weapons where the mini is mounted, but they all come with the Fifty. There are reasons; some of the things we come against need to be hit with something a little bigger.”

“Under the arms,” he continued, “you can see the swivel that releases the blade you see here.”

He pointed to a six-inch wide, three-feet-long blade mounted on the underside of the forearm that looked to swivel about six inches behind the “fist” of the mech. The “fist” was a solid chunk of steel at the end of a long arm that would reach the ground, if straightened alongside of the mech. It looked like it would make a hell of a club.

“Now, with all these advantages,” Devereaux said, looking at all of us, “it also comes with some significant weaknesses. The battery pack will last about six hours with normal usage—half that in serious combat. Most of our time on the ground will be unmounted, with the CASPers on the charging vehicle you see over here.”

He pointed to a vehicle that looked quite intimidating on its own—thirty feet long with an armored front compartment. There were six platforms, three to a side, that obviously held the charging stations for the CASPers.

“If we’re on a short op, you’ll drop in the CASPers. Longer ops will require the charger,” he continued as he rounded the rear of the mech. “Here is another weakness inherent to the CASPer.”

We followed to look at the back.

“Due to the design, if this beast ever ends up on its back, it’s bad; the damn thing is hard to get back upright without help. Some of us have dubbed, them “the turtle,” so try to keep them upright.”

“That could be an issue,” I muttered.

“What was that, Quincy?” Devereaux asked. “You said you want to be the first one to try it? Well, all right.”

I chuckled. “Teach me to run my mouth.”

The captain laughed. “Come on over, and we’ll get you strapped into Eleanor.”

“Eleanor?” I asked as I approached the CASPer. 

“A lot of men have been inside Eleanor, Quincy,” he said with a grin. “And even a good many women. She’s used to it.”

I heard several chuckles and a snort from the watching recruits.

“Step on up and have your turn.”

I laughed, climbed up the front of the CASPer into the open compartment, and strapped myself in with the harness. 

“Grasp the bar to initiate docking once you are in position,” Devereaux said, pointing at the handle next to where my hand rested. “Then pull it inward.”

The straps snapped tight around my body as the clamshell closed around me. Once the access was closed, cradles moved inward to settle against my skin. 

The inside lit up as ports opened, and I could see the outside through a mirror system and an LED viewer in front of my face.

“Brackets operate the legs,” came Devereaux’ voice through speakers. “Forward for ahead movement and backwards for reverse.” 

I rested my feet into brackets that closed around my legs and pivoted forward and back. Simple enough, I thought. 

“The joysticks operate the arms and the thumb controls on the top of the sticks will aim the guns.” 

I swirled my thumb across the top of the right stick and saw a red target box travel across the LED viewer; the left thumb moved a blue target box across the viewer. The triggers on the sticks seemed obvious as to their purpose.

“Well, Quincy,” Devereaux said. “Now you’re inside her, let’s see what she can do.”

I heard more laughter from the speakers.

* * * * *
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“Everything was going fine ‘till he started backing up while firing the mini,” Southard said. “Then he fell on his back, still shooting. Really screwed up the lighting system for the practice range.”

I was trying to ignore the conversation around me. 

“Frak!” Laramie exclaimed. “Why didn’t you stop firing?”

“If you hadn’t noticed,” I said, “I am pointedly ignoring your discussion.”

“But, Marty,” he said, “you’ll hurt Larry’s feeling.”

“I only have one?”

“Yep, and Marty’s hurting it.”

“I’ll try to live with the guilt,” I said. 

“I can see it’s tearing you up inside,” Cinder said. She was the fourth in our fire team. “You can’t hold all that guilt inside without repercussions; it will damage your psyche.”

“Why did we get stuck with a psychology major?” I asked. “I thought we were all supposed to be dumb grunts.”

“Southard has a degree in finance, and I have several degrees, one in xenobiology. What was your degree in?” Laramie asked with a grin.

“Killin’ shit,” I said.

“I guess you have a point, there,” Larry said. “Any particular specialties? What kind of aliens have you seen?”

“Quite a few,” I said. “There was the Peterii and some Zuul on my first drop; that one was hairy. Then, let’s see, there were Torvasi, Zeewie, and Sirra’Kan on Te’Warri. Also ran into some Blevins and an Oogar there.”

“An Oogar?”

“Yeah, you don’t want to go up against one of those without a gun.”

“You didn’t have a gun?” Cinder asked.

“It was a training op for the police force; they carried stun batons.”

“You took on an Oogar with a stun baton?” Laramie asked. “You’re lucky he didn’t break you in half.”

“It was a close one. The rest of the fire team got there in time to keep it from doin’ just that. Pushed it off a fourth-story balcony onto an iron fence,” I said. “These CASPers are gonna make a world of difference when goin’ toe to toe with some of the shit out there.”

“What else have you seen?” Laramie asked. “I haven’t studied any of those races except the Oogar and the Zuul. The others aren’t merc races.”

“For non-merc races, they had a lot of damn guns,” I said. “I think the Merc Guild needs to do some investigating. Unlicensed mercs are a dangerous wildcard out there; you never really know what you’re gonna run into on any given jump. That jump when we ran into the Peterii was the first time we’d even heard of the bastards.”

I could see interest in what we were talking about spreading to those around us. “I guess one of the hardest jobs was on Pekoni. Simple weapons delivery and basic training in their use went sideways right after the dropships launched. Lost the whole damn company in the other dropship. Made planetfall with a platoon, ten thousand weapons, and a ton of ammo.”

“Dammit, man,” I heard from the table beside us. “A whole company?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s hard to lose that many in any fight, but they were helpless in the dropship. They didn’t stand a chance.”

“That’s rough.”

“We made those bastards pay for it in blood,” I said. “The Tarkusians used three companies of mercs to take the city hub of Divas, capturing the Rantofa who ran the Pekoni Initiative.”

“How’d you do that with a platoon?”

“There’s an indigenous race on Pekoni. Spear-chuckers, but they’re fighters like I haven’t seen anywhere else. We taught them how to use the weapons, gave them a bunch of ammo, and stormed Divas.”

“Holy shit!” someone in the crowd said.

“The Andori are gonna make one hell of a merc race, one day—they’re fearless, and they live to fight.”

A beer was placed in front of me.

“On the house tonight, Quincy,” the server said. “Anyone who can entertain this bunch deserves it.”

I laughed. “I’m sure we have some vets out here. Pull up a chair and regale us with your adventures!”

We spent our evening listening to the tales of Cavaliers, a fellow Legionnaire who had even been on my first drop, and a myriad collection of veterans from lots of smaller merc companies brought together by Jim Cartwright. There was a lot of free beer, and I soaked up the little bits of knowledge I could glean from each story. Unfortunately, the name “Legend” popped up from the Legionnaire. 

I wasn’t about to complain about the grizzled vet’s comment. Beware the old man in a profession where the life expectancy was two years or less. Merc work is a dangerous career path. 

* * *
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“Watch your six!” I yelled. Cinder had almost backed into Southard. “Gotta keep an eye on your backside, Cinder—you and Larry almost got closer than you may be comfortable with.”

“I don’t know,” Southard said. “I kinda like her backside.”

“Dream on, Larry,” she replied. “That’s as close as you get to this backside.”

“But it’s such a pretty backside,” Laramie said.

“You better stop worrying about my backside and watch where you’re going.”

Laramie had almost run his mech off the bank to his left. I was watching the show on my monitor inside my CASPer. Even with the horseplay, the three of them were getting quite good with group maneuvers.

“All right, kids,” I said, “let’s get these beasts back to the barn.”

“Sure thing, Boss,” Laramie replied.

“You guys are on leave for the next few days,” I said. “Apparently, I’ve got an assignment on Cartwright’s protection detail. Looks like I get to go to Karma. Never been there before; might be fun.”

“You lucky dog,” Cinder said. “Everyone would love to go to Karma.”

“I’ve never been a part of making bids for contracts before. Guess it’ll be something new for me to see.”

We drove our mechs back around the hill toward the base garage where we kept them stored. Cartwright must’ve been rolling in credits. The whole garage was packed with CASPers. Of course, Cartwright had more people working for him than almost any other mercenary company in the world. The only ones who could rival him in sheer numbers were the other three Horsemen—the Golden Horde, Asbaran Solutions, and the Winged Hussars. Although the Hussars weren’t ground pounders, they had the biggest fleet owned by any merc company on the planet.

I left my fire team checking the CASPers and made my way to HQ. I was supposed to meet Devereaux there for my assignment. 

“Quincy,” Devereaux said, as I walked into the room. “You’ll be joining Sergeant Allen’s squad; report to the motor pool and join them there. Allen’s squad will be escorting Cartwright from here to the starport. Then you’ll be guards during his time in Bartertown.”

I nodded and turned to leave.

“Have you ever been to Karma?” he asked.

“Nope,” I answered. “Never was really considered officer material—that’s all Lancer ever took with him.”

“Then you’re in for a treat, son.” He laughed. “The place will be filled with aliens. Try not to kill any of them.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I usually only kill the ones shooting at me. As long as they don’t shoot at me, we’re good.”

“I got a little news for you, too,” he said with a smile. “Jim’s been fishing in Wichita again, and caught another vet that’s been in Lancer’s Legion as long as you have. He should be here when we get back. Claims he’s a friend of yours.”

“He didn’t go and hire Kal Turner, did he?”

“As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what he did.”

“Well, hell.” My shoulders slumped. “They’ll let anybody in here.”

“Not much chance of hiding from that moniker, ‘Legend,’ with him around, is there?”

“Heard about that, did you?”

“I think almost everybody heard about it,” he said. “A couple of hours ago, I heard Dallas over in the mess hall talking about your first drop.”

“I can’t really say anything about it to him,” I said. “I might be a little scared of the guy. He looks like he’s fifty or so, and that’s unusual in this line of business.”

“You got that right,” Devereaux laughed. “They used to tell me the life expectancy of a merc is just as long as it takes him to hit the ground on his first drop.”

“I don’t doubt that for a second.”

“The CASPer might change all that,” he said. “Be nice to know I’m not living on borrowed time.”

“True enough.”

“Now get your ass in gear and join Allen in the motor pool.”

“Yes sir.” 

* * * * *
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“Up to this point,” Sergeant Allen said, “the job has been simple; now it starts to get interesting. Bartertown is unlike any place you’ve ever been. There are thirty-seven races licensed to be mercs across this galaxy, and you’ll see every one of them here. There are over three thousand non-merc races, and you’ll see many of them here.”

That sounded like it would be interesting. Not to mention hard to defend Jim Cartwright if any of those races turned violent.

“Our job is to make sure none of them become a danger to Mr. Cartwright. Keep your guns loose, and your eyes open. When we exit the ship, I want Quincy, Davis, and Xavier on the left flank. I want Brick, Sundry, and Hernandez on the right. Deacon, Franks, and Pascoe will bring up the rear. Everyone else, front and center.”

Jim made his way toward the back of the compartment with a big grin on his face—I think this is what the man lived for. As he stepped off the shuttle, surrounded by fifteen armed mercs, I went to his left, along with Davis and Xavier, and matched the group’s speed as my eyes scanned the crowd. I glanced at Davis, who was young and new to the trade. His eyes kept straying to the more exotic lifeforms that filled the streets of Bartertown.

“We’ll have time for sightseeing after we get to the pit,” I said. “Don’t get distracted, Davis.”

I saw him shake his head in frustration, but he paid more attention after my warning.

“Easy to get distracted with all this,” I said.

And Bartertown was definitely distracting. I saw at least twenty races in the first half-mile. Some of them were familiar, but a great deal were new. To my surprise, I even saw a couple Blevin; I hadn’t really expected to see them this far away from Te’Warri. But I guess it was true—if there was crime, there would be Blevin.

The shops along the streets were crowded with every race you could imagine, bartering for trade goods, food, supplies, and almost anything else that could come to mind.

Jim had a set destination and didn’t bother looking toward any of the shops; he was a man on a mission.

My eye caught sight of a form that sent me on instant alert. This was the third time I’d seen him. He was about six feet tall, wore a dark cloak, and you could see an insect-like face under the shadow of the hood. Once is chance, twice is possible coincidence, but three times? Not likely.

Jim took a right turn into a large building with a huge door. Considering the size of some of the aliens scattered throughout the bustling streets, I could understand the size of those doors. The sign over the door was in a language I didn’t understand, but I was pretty sure it was Veetanho. Looking like oversize moles, all the ones I had seen were albino white with green eyes you could see through the tinted goggles they wore. They thrived underground and were the race that controlled the Mercenary Guild. If you look for contracts, you look for Veetanho.

My team spread out on the left side of the room to cover the flank while Cartwright moved straight to the center counter, where several Veetanho were talking to a number of mercenaries.

“Torka!” Cartwright exclaimed.

The Veetanho jerked his head up as he heard Cartwright’s voice. “Cartwright!”

He reached across the counter and shook hands with Jim.

“What have you got for me today?” Cartwright asked. “I could use something company-sized, or I can take several smaller jobs.”

“I may have just the thing,” Torka said.

My eyes were drawn to the door as the black-robed alien entered and focused directly on Jim Cartwright. He started straight across the room, and I saw his hand pulling something from his pocket, but he froze in mid-draw as the barrel of my fifty-caliber pistol rested against the side of his head.

“I don’t want to kill you, and you don’t want to be dead. Now ease that right back into your pocket and back up.”

Suddenly, an interesting smell emanated from the alien. He began chittering, and my universal translator said, “Many pardons. No harm would ever be meant toward your master. A gift, I have for him.”

“I’ll check with him,” I said. “You just stand there and be still.”

I backed the few feet it took to reach Cartwright, with my fifty still trained on the alien. “Boss, there’s a guy over there who claims to have something for you.”

Cartwright turned and smiled. “Tichakitic!”

“It is I,” the alien chittered.

“It’s all right, Quincy,” he said. “He’s harmless; the Rik’Tich are incapable of violence. And, I’m pretty sure you just made him shit himself.”

I holstered the pistol. “Sorry about that, buddy. Can’t be too careful in a place like this.”

“A truly fearsome place this is,” the alien agreed. “I have come to this place every time a human transport landed in the hopes of catching the Cartwright.”

“How long have you been on Karma?” Cartwright asked.

“Almost a full cycle.”

“It’s a long damn time to wait,” he replied. “It must be important. Have you got a new job for us?”

“It is not a job I have for the Cartwright; it is a gift from the Rik’Tich to be given to the Cartwright.”

“You paid me well for the job,” Cartwright said.

“If not for the Cartwright, the entire clan would have been destroyed. I have been tasked to deliver an adequate gift to the savior of our world.”

“I wouldn’t even think of declining,” Cartwright said. “I wouldn’t dishonor the gift that means so much to your clan.”

The Rik’Tich drew a familiar-looking item from his pocket. “This weapon was designed after much research was done into the history of your race. It was modeled after a blade used in one of your historic battles.”

“That looks like a Bowie knife,” I said.

“Familiar with Bowie, you are?” he asked.

“It’s probably one of the more famous blades in my country,” I said.

“It is simply modeled after the Bowie. It was created from a hardened composite that is almost indestructible. The edge of the blade is sharpened to a single molecule’s width. A mono-molecular blade, it is.”

Cartwright accepted the blade. “Please convey my gratitude to your clan. This is a most excellent gift.”

The alien bowed his head. “With my task complete, I will clean myself. Return home, I will.”

“Safe travels, Tichakitic,” Cartwright replied.

“I wish safe travels, as well, to the Cartwright and his dangerous servants.”

He turned and quickly made his way out the door.

“Who do you suppose he was talking about?” Cartwright said, while looking at me with one eyebrow raised.

“I have no idea, Boss.”

“Well, let’s see if we can find something to steer your dangerous ass toward,” he said, and turned back to Torka. “Where were we?” 

* * * * *
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“...craps himself, right there in the pit,” Allen continued telling the story. “I mean, it was a Rik’Tich—they’re incapable of violence.”

I heard laughter and nodded my head. “In my experience with aliens, the ones listed as mercs, I understand; they’ll kill you. But the ones that aren’t...those are the ones you gotta watch.”

“But it was a Rik’Tich.” Laramie laughed.

“He was an alien drawing a knife.”

“They can’t handle violence,” Cinder said with a laugh.

“Laugh it up, Chuckles,” I grumbled. “More than half the aliens I’ve met tried to kill me, and do you know how many of those were merc races?”

“But he was a Rik’Tich,” Southard said.

“I never heard of a damn Rik’Tich,” I muttered. “I apologized afterwards.”

“He’d been there a year, waiting for Cartwright,” Allen said. “Poor guy.”

“I know,” I said, “I know. Scared the shit out of a defenseless guy who’d been waitin’ for a year.”

“The least you could have done was buy him a drink,” Southard said. 

“I did better than that,” I answered. “I bought his passage home.”

“You did?” Allen asked. “I didn’t know you did that. I didn’t think you went out when the rest got to go back into town.”

“I slipped out for a few minutes to get it set up,” I said. “Wasn’t interested in taking leave after I saw the number of places with ‘No Humans’ signs. Still a lotta hate for the new kids on the block.”

“True enough,” Allen returned. “There’re a lot of places we’re welcome in Bartertown, though. The longer we’re out here, the better it’ll get.”

“Not interested in pickin’ a fight when I don’t have to,” I said. “We’ve got plenty of fightin’ for all of us after Cartwright picked up those contracts. Two company-sized contracts. One is a basic assault on defended territory, and the other is a training mission. Show some folks how to set up their defenses so a merc can’t come through and take their mines.”

“Any idea which one we’ll be on?” Southard asked.

“Last I heard, Devereaux’s company will be doing the assault,” I said. “That means us.”

“Then, Turnbull’s company will be doing the training op.”

“Isn’t your friend Kal in Turnbull’s company?” Cinder asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s not even fully trained on the CASPer yet.”

“Turnbull has the majority of the new guys,” Allen said. “It’ll be good training for them.”

“Beware the ones labeled ‘good training,’” I said. “I had one of those for my first drop.”

“Amen to that,” said Allen. 

* * *
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I felt a familiar jolt as the ships left hyperspace; I’d pretty much gotten used to the feeling of returning to normal space, but it still felt like a kick in the gut.

“On planetary approach,” a voice said over my comm system. “Dropships will release in three minutes and counting.”

We had entered hyperspace at a high speed so we could close the planet quickly when we exited it. The dropships would release almost immediately, and our cruiser would continue along its course. I sat strapped into my CASPer, along with eleven other CASPers in this dropship. There were two charging vehicles, and our CASPers rested on the mount platforms. If needed immediately after our ship landed, we would be ready, but if everything went according to plan, we would drop well outside their defenses and move in.

“Two minutes,” the pilot warned.

“Hardest part,” Devereaux stated. “During the drop we’re at our most vulnerable.”

“Lost a whole company on the other dropship one time,” I said. “That was a rough one.”

“Dammit, Quincy...”

“Ten...Nine...Eight...”

When the countdown reached “one,” we felt the jolt as the dropship separated from the cruiser. Thrusters fired, and we could feel the pressure pushing against us.

“A dropship is a hell of a ride,” I said. “I wouldn’t suggest puking inside your CASPer, kids; you’ll be stuck with that smell for the whole op.”

“Ugh...Too late,” Cinder moaned.

“Guess who’s buying the drinks?” Southard laughed.

“At least in the CASPers you don’t get puke on everybody else.” I chuckled. “Used to be you had to buy a bottle for each of them.”

The force against our bodies increased, and the dropship started shaking as it hit atmosphere.

“Now comes the fun part,” Devereaux yelled. “Hold on to your lug nuts, kids! It’s time for an overhaul!”

The ship began evasive maneuvers. This was standard protocol whether there was fire or not. I think the pilots really enjoyed this part; they probably had bets on who they could make puke. I raised my canopy, reached into the small compartment beside where I sat, and pulled out a ration bar, which I immediately started chewing. It was a little-known secret Sergeant Goros had taught me a long time ago—food actually helps settle the stomach. The landing thrusters fired, and it felt like a punch to the gut as I closed the canopy.

“Oh God.” Cinder groaned. “This sucks so bad.”

“Ah, you’ll get used to it.” I laughed. “But today you get to revel in your own vomit. No one else is going to be using your CASPer while we’re down here.”

“Get ready, men,” Devereaux said, as the ship thudded into the ground. “So far so good; there don’t seem to be any surprises waiting for us.”

The ramp dropped, and our charging vehicle shot out of the dropship with the other one hot on its tail. Standard protocol would be to get the CASPers away from the ship as quickly as possible. Understandable, after seeing several dropships destroyed while I worked for Lancer’s Legion. 

“Dismount and set up a perimeter, then get the chargers moving,” Devereaux ordered. “The rest of the dropships are inbound.”

We stepped down from the platforms and moved to ring the clearing as the dropship rose and another took its place. The final dropship took off, leaving the rest of the company. We had forty-eight CASPers and another eighty-seven ground troops. That was two platoons with armor and three more without.

After clearing the immediate area, we moved east toward the outpost we were tasked to take; a mining facility on Teseratis 4. It was owned by the Flarin, a race that resembled giant butterflies. They were traders and business owners for the most part, but someone had moved in and taken over their operation, and we were hired to take it back.

“First Platoon!” Devereaux ordered. “Left flank! Second Platoon, right flank! Fourth and Fifth Platoons, right down the middle! Third Platoon, bring up the rear!”

I was part of First Platoon, so my fire team went left. We would circle around the north side of the facility and come in from that direction. The unarmored ground troops were following a hundred yards behind our mechs.

“We should be taking fire by now,” Devereaux said. I could tell he was worried.

We continued with no resistance, and I admit I was getting a little worried myself; there were supposed to be defenses here. I had the facility on my LED screen, and we still hadn’t taken any fire. 

“Boss, there’s something really wrong here,” I said. “There’s nobody here.”

“I’m contacting the ship right now,” Devereaux stated.

We continued through the abandoned facility. It was completely empty. No people and no machines, just empty buildings.

“This place hasn’t been used in years,” Lasky said as she came out of the building she had inspected. “There’s a coat of dust in there half an inch thick.”

“Get the mechs back on the chargers,” Devereaux ordered. “I think we’ve got bad intel. No use wasting the power in the batteries.”

“Any hope of a surprise attack just went out the window,” I muttered.

“It’s confirmed,” Devereaux said. “Bad intel. The facility we need to hit is 40 miles to the east. Cheaper just to walk it than to pull in the dropships. Mount up on the chargers! Everybody, get your slates so we can go over the new battle plan.”

Those of us in CASPers didn’t need a slate because our LED monitors would suffice. On my screen I could see a topographical map of the surrounding area.

A line followed a path that kept us to low ground. It circled and approached the facility, which rested at the bottom of a canyon, from the south. There wasn’t an entrance from the north, and the east and west accesses to the canyon were small, but the south entrance was large enough to bring the bulk of our forces through at the same time.

“This is our line of approach,” Devereaux said. Another line moved around the left flank after it closed the facility. “This will be First Platoon. We’ll follow our previous battle plan once we close on the facility, but any element of surprise we had is gone; expect prepared defenses.”

* * * * *
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“We’re taking heavy fire!” Devereaux shouted. “They’re on the high ground!”

My monitor showed his forces about halfway down the canyon leading to the facility.

“Flanks, clear those ridges!”

Our platoon angled toward the forces pouring laser fire into Devereaux’s position. Our mechs were faster than our ground forces so we cleared the tree line first. The enemy on the ridge shooting at our men was easy to spot, and I triggered the minigun on my left shoulder. I swept it along a line directly in front of me in an explosion of green blood. These mercs were unfamiliar to me. They were five and a half to six feet tall with green skin, where I could see it. They had small helmets atop a head with a wide mouth, similar to a frog’s.

I had never heard of this race, but there was a familiar form a little way down the line, and it sent a chill up my spine.

“Tortantula!” I yelled, just as Laramie and Southard cleared the tree line.

I’m not sure if there’s anything more intimidating than a Tortantula. Ten legs on a spider-like body that just looks like everyone’s worst nightmare. They’re heavily armored and heavily armed. Worse yet, they liked to partner with the Flatar, a race which resembled foot-tall chipmunks. They rode on the Tortantulas and carried high-powered lasers, and they probably made as many kills as the spiders.

Laramie was across from it and charged it. Our CASPers stood no chance against the Magnetic Accelerator Cannon, or MAC, carried by the Tortantula; the only chance we had was to get in close, and Laramie knew it. Southard cleared the line in front of him with his minigun and ran to support Laramie. I did the same.

Laramie took two shots from the chipmunk before he reached the spider. Those lasers were super high-powered because they punched right through Laramie’s mech. Half a second later, the spider shot toward Laramie, who was having trouble getting his suit’s arms to function. The spider, having much better leverage, slammed Laramie to the ground, and the chipmunk unloaded into the mech; he didn’t have a chance.

Southard’s minigun was firing, but the spider was quick, and with its greater leverage it threw Southard to the ground as it’d done to Laramie. Southard’s blades snapped out and severed two legs from the spider, which staggered backward with a high-pitched screech.

The chipmunk, instead of shooting at Larry, shot at me as I was closing fast. I slipped the arm of my mech under the spider’s body where Southard had taken off the two legs, and lifted it; the other arm wouldn’t work. I glanced down to see where a laser blast had gone through and almost freaked out. The control panel, where my left hand still felt like it held the joystick, was gone, along with the hand and six inches of my forearm. I didn’t even feel it happen, because the laser had burned the nerves and adrenaline hadn’t let me feel the pain yet.

The spider lost its leverage when its feet left the ground, but the chipmunk was still firing its laser. With me beneath the spider, it had changed its target back to Southard.

“Frak me,” I said, and leapt off the edge of the canyon wall with the spider under me. 

It was a 40-foot drop, and we landed with close to a ton of mech on top of the chipmunk and the big-ass spider. I felt both my collarbones snap where the straps held me into the cradle, and pain rolled through me in waves.

I hadn’t felt it when the laser amputated my hand, but this hurt like hell. My body had taken just about as much shock as it was going to, and blackness settled over me.

I was only out for a minute as the injectors in my armor shot me with painkillers and nanites to start healing. I happened to be laying on my front, so it was easier to get up than if my mech had landed on its back.

“Dammit, Quincy!” I heard Devereaux as my CASPer stood up amidst the splattered remains of the Tortantula.
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