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“I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals. Then I heard one of the four living creatures say in a voice like thunder, “Come and see!” I looked, and there before me was a white horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out as a conqueror bent on conquest.”

― Revelation 6:1-2
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Jim Cartwright was daydreaming. What else was there to do in school when you were basically done, but they insisted you be physically present the last week? Of course, there were the VOWS, voluntary off-world assessments, but he still had a few hours to try and forget about them. At least he had a nice view of the school grounds. As a senior, he’d managed to secure a window seat in the 12th floor study lounge. If you were watching him sitting there with a slate propped up, its plastic screen full of dates and figures, you’d almost think he was actually doing something school-related. 

It was a beautiful spring morning in Indianapolis. Below, he could see a group of rising freshmen taking their orientation tour. The physical education compound – the bane of his existence – was nearly deserted as everyone prepared for events later that day. Across the street, the primary school’s playground was full of young children running and squealing in exuberant play, full of excitement that the school year was almost over. Watching them, he couldn’t help but find his thoughts slipping back to that period of time in his own life. 

It was twelve years earlier, at a school near his family’s estate in Dallas. His mother had insisted he attend the local public school, as she believed it would build character. Mrs. Addams was his first grade teacher. She was a tall, stern-looking woman who wore her hair in an almost masculine style – short, slicked back, and parted neatly down one side – and she ran her class in a similarly disciplined manner. Children were expected to sit ramrod straight, their special beginner slates in the proper place on their desks. Students were seated in alphabetical order waiting as patiently as six-year-old boys and girls are capable of waiting. They were about to have their initial exposure to MST, and the excitement in the room was palpable.

Most of his classmates were thrilled to begin. He was...less so. Most of the kids in the room already knew each other from kindergarten, but he’d only entered a public classroom for the first time that morning. On the chubby side, he’d already drawn far more attention to himself than he liked. For young children, different was a thing of instant interest. It could be fun, exciting, or just something to point and laugh at. Jim’s extra childhood weight fell into the latter category. The fact that he’d been raised as a privileged child with a tutor until now also meant he didn’t really know how to deal with negative attention, so he took it in silence. 

“So class,” Mrs. Addams had said, making an odd face, “I’m sure many of you would like to grow up to be mercenaries.” 

Jim wouldn’t realize until years later the emphasis she put on the word mercenaries had not been a positive one. While she, like all the other teachers, promoted MST as was mandated by the government, like most other teachers, she was far from approving of it. 

“Today you’re going to meet your primary school MST Facilitator, Major Taylor. Major Taylor works for the United States Government and she will be here throughout your school years to...help you understand your potential future career.” The door to the classroom opened and another woman walked in. 

A couple of inches shorter than Mrs. Addams, she had ultra-short black hair and deep-set, piercing gray eyes in a face so thin it was almost skeletal. She wore her dark blue Army uniform like plate armor. He only knew she was a woman by the slight swell of her breasts beneath her uniform shirt. Major Taylor walked the same way she wore her uniform – with crisp precision. Her hat remained firmly tucked under one arm as she marched into the room. All the kids sat up a little straighter, recognizing authority as it arrived. This authority clearly outranked even Mrs. Addams, by whom they were more than a little intimidated. Jim took immediate note of the rows of ribbons on her chest. In particular, his perceptive young eyes spotted two ribbons that did not match the others. I know why you do this job, he thought with a little smile. He’d recognized service ribbons for two different mercenary companies. 

“Good afternoon, class,” she said as the teacher gave the new arrival the position at the head of the class. 

“Good afternoon, Major Taylor,” everyone repeated in the same way they’d learned from Mrs. Addams. A small smile broke the Major’s face, almost like a crack appearing in a granite counter top. 

“I’m sure your teacher has explained why I am here. MST, which stands for Mercenary Service Track, is your pathway to fame, fortune, and a brighter future for all humanity.” Jim remembered smiling. It was the same catchphrase used in TV commercials promoting MST all the time. “There are a lot of exciting classes in your future, and I’m here to help guide you through them. I’ll answer any questions you may have and provide you with whatever help you need, should you decide to continue with MST later in your schooling.” She looked around the room, seeming to make eye contact with each of them in turn. 

“So,” she continued, “how many of you think you might want to choose merc service when you grow up?” Almost every hand in the room went up. Jim raised his without thinking. A couple boys further back snickered, and he knew why. “Excellent!” Major Taylor said. “Now how many of you have someone in your family who has military service?” A few hands went down. “Good, good. And how many are mercs?” Another percentage went down. “Parents who are or were?” A larger group went down this time. Only about ten were still up, Jim included. 

“Okay,” she said and clapped her hands together. “Can any of you kids with your hands still up tell me what unit your mother or father served with?” She pointed at a girl toward the rear. “You, young lady?”

“My daddy is with the Hellcats,” she said proudly to some applause. 

“Good unit, you may put your hand down,” the Major said with a nod. “And you, son?” she asked another boy. 

“Drake’s Rangers,” the boy said. More applause. 

“I had a friend serve with them,” the Major replied. “And you, little miss?”

“Triple T,” she said. More applause. 

“Tom’s Total Terrors,” the Major laughed. “Tough bunch.” The girl smiled as she put her arm down. The Major went around the room and almost stopped before she realized Jim still had his arm up. “Oh, almost didn’t see you,” she said. 

“Hard to believe,” one of the boys who’d snickered earlier said. A few others laughed but Mrs. Addams’ glare brought almost instant silence.

“Speak up, son! Who’d your parent serve with?” 

“Cartwright’s Cavaliers,” he said in as clear and even a voice as he could. The room was deathly silent, partly because of the name, partly because many were only now remembering Jim’s name from when he’d stood that morning and introduced himself in front of the class. 

“What’s your name, son?” the Major asked, her gaze like dual lasers. 

“Jim Cartwright, ma’am.” She grunted, almost like she’d been punched. 

“Wow,” the kid sitting next to him said loud enough that Jim could hear it.

“So, your father would be...” the Major said, letting her sentence trail off. 

“Thaddeus Cartwright, ma’am,” Jim finished for her, knowing she was pausing to let him prove his claim. Almost anyone in America would know the name Cartwright, but not many five-year-old boys would know the name of its commanding officer. 

“So, we have a son of the Four Horsemen here,” she said and nodded. Jim felt like he was being examined by a medical scanner. Despite himself, he fidgeted in his seat under her gaze. “Of course, all of you kids know the Four Horsemen were the only merc units to return from the Alpha Contracts, right?” There were noncommittal mumbles from the kids. Most only knew the Four Horsemen were heroes and famous, not many knew why. The Major nodded again. “Well, Jim, tell your father Major Evelyn Taylor, formerly First Sergeant of the Golden Horde, sends her regards. You deliver that message for me.” Jim nodded his head; he knew to take such a request seriously, even at his age. “See that you do. Now, let’s talk about the MST classes you’ll be taking this year.”

“Son of a Horseman,” the kid next to him whispered, “That’s cool!” Jim beamed at him. “My name is Rick. Rick Culper.”

“Hi,” Jim said back. It occurred to him that his standing in the class had just shifted for the better – and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that. He’d find through his life that being a Cartwright often worked in strange and confusing ways.

Jim had delivered the message, just as he’d been instructed, that evening at dinner. His father smiled and got that distant look in his eye as he often did when thinking about events long past. 

“Tell her Thad says, ‘Hi!’ right back,” he’d said, “and to have a Coke on me.” Jim returned that message, and Major Taylor had laughed uproariously, thanking Jim for the message. It was the last time she’d ever smiled at him. As the years went on, and he’d begun to grow in all the wrong ways, the Major became less and less interested in Jim. She always looked at him with the sort of disappointment one reserves for a particularly poor meal you’d paid far too much for. She had retired in his eighth year. Her replacement never gave Jim a second glance. 

He’d continued to doggedly study all the academic classes needed to be a merc, regardless of his scores in other areas required for MST success. He’d suffered the barbs and scorn of his classmates. The Great Waist, they called him. Portly Cavalier. Cartwaist’s Cavalier, and another hundred they’d come up with, each more stupid and insulting than the last. Through it all, he’d studied, and he’d learned about the service, about merc history (the parts he hadn’t been taught at home), and about the galaxy in which they served and its history of combat. When the planetary Aethernet ran out of resources, he went to the Galnet node provided by the Galactic Union. 

He learned about the beginning of FTL flight, and the formation of the First Republic (before the Union). He read about the Great War between the two strongest races of the Republic, the Dusman and the Kahraman. The history spoke about how the war spiraled out of control, ultimately embroiling thousands of races and tens of thousands of worlds in the conflict. The Republic’s form of democracy proved unable to contain the war, and the final results were cataclysmic. 

Eventually the Kahraman unleashed what they believed to be an unstoppable terror weapon upon the galaxy – the Canavar. They were titanic beasts genetically engineered to wreak havoc on property and destroy populations. The planets where they landed were helpless to defend themselves against these monstrous creatures. They were living engines of ultimate destruction. Details were fuzzy, but he read how the Canavar were bred to be resistant to all but the most powerful weapons, yet too agile to be killed from orbit without laying waste to the entirety of whatever civilization lay below. 

Somehow the Kahraman were defeated after many years, but much of the galaxy was devastated. It took hundreds of years for many worlds to recover. Many others were left uninhabitable. In the aftermath of the Great War, the Union was born, as were the many guilds which the Union used instead of its old structures. At the core was the Mercenary Guild, with its rules of warfare to ensure such devastation never happened again.

While his fellow students both hated and envied him, he used his elementary school years to learn as much as he could about his future career and about technology – specifically about computers. He loved computers. He had a natural knack for programming and working on the Aethernet. His mother called it an unhealthy attraction. 

“Ready for the VOWS, fat boy?”

Jim was jarred back to the real world by the insult, and he remembered where he was. The implants in his brain told him it was 2:30 – time to head to the PE compound. The young man who stood next to him was several inches taller and about 100 lbs. lighter, despite all the muscle and hair. He’d had a run-in with him before, as he had with many of the other merc jocks. Didn’t this twit know that he could well be begging Jim for a job someday? 

“Sure Brad,” he said dismissively.

“Not that it matters, rich fat kid.” The jock looked like he was trying to start a fight – something Jim had been adept at avoiding most his life. He’d only been in one, and that was enough of a humiliation to teach him to avoid fistfights at all costs. It wasn’t that he was afraid of getting hurt, he wasn’t. He just wasn’t good at fighting and didn’t want to give the other kids one more thing to laugh at him about.

“Piss off, Brad,” another student said. Jim recognized Rick Culper’s voice without looking up and couldn’t resist a little smile. That same kid from his first school day – they’d remained friends the whole time they were in school together. 

“I don’t know what you see in that loser,” Brad said and left without another word. 

“Don’t let that asshole bother you,” Rick said, giving Jim a nudge. “Come on, we’re going to be late to the VOWS.” 

* * *
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“Ready...set...bang!” The starter pistol’s report was both old-fashioned and sharp. Each group took off down the track, their legs pumping furiously and arms working as they ran for their lives. The physical tests were something Jim had been dreading for most of his school years. They were the last hurdle of the MST. 

“Don’t sweat it, Jimbo,” Rick said as he strolled into the room, relaxed and casual as always. 

“Easy for you to say,” Jim said, casting an envious look at his best friend’s physique. You could describe Rick as a Greek god, and you wouldn’t be doing Zeus or Hercules any disservice. He was just over six feet tall with a chiseled chin, and bright Delft-blue eyes under thick waves of dark brown hair. The muscles on his arms were veined, while his chest and abs looked like they were cut from stone. There was no deviation from that perfection from his lips down to the tips of his toes. His ass was so tight the girls in their class went weak in the knees at the sight of it. 

Rick held the school record in almost every athletic accomplishment, including the 100-yard dash they were about to run. He’d spent the last month as Jim’s personal trainer, working with him methodically every day after school and on most weekends – at least when he could catch Jim before he sneaked off to avoid training, anyway. Over the course of that agonizing month, Rick had managed to shave two seconds off Jim’s best time in the 100-yard dash. He now produced a blazing 15.5 seconds. Rick’s best was 8.75 – only a quarter second over the world record. 

“Next!” the tester barked and glanced down at his slate. “Caan, Cadley, Cartwright, Culper...” he went on listing the names. Jim couldn’t help but hear a few guffaws from the stands full of his fellow seniors, who’d already taken this test and were waiting for their turn at the next. Jim moved forward to the starting line, and put a foot in the blocks while trying to figure out how to adjust the damned jockstrap that had worked its way into the crack of his sizeable ass. 

Jim glanced up at the tester, a serious-looking retired merc holding the slate and sizing up the candidates – nine boys and two girls. His entire demeanor spoke of barely restrained violence. As he turned, they could all see that one side of his face was entirely synth-flesh, and the eye on that side was a solid bright red that glowed with an inner light. Like so many mercs, part of him never made it home. When he got to Jim the man’s eyes narrowed, and he looked at the name again. “Cartwright,” he said. “Any relation to Thaddeus Cartwright?”

“He was my father, sir.” The man grunted then looked over Jim again. 

“Well, your dad was one hell of a merc.” He pulled the starting pistol from his belt. “Ready...”

Thirty seconds later, Jim was lying in the grass 120 yards away gasping and wheezing for all he was worth, still trying to catch his breath. His knees hurt, his hips hurt, his back hurt, and there was a stitch in his side so severe he was sure his guts must be hanging out. Even his man-boobs hurt. He lifted his head enough to look down at his belly going rapidly up and down under the shirt plastered to his sweaty chest. He let his head smack back down. A rock dug into his scalp. Great. 

“You okay, Jimbo?” He glanced over to see Rick standing there. The fucker wasn’t even breathing hard. Of course, he’d been there almost nine seconds before Jim. For a specimen like Rick, that was enough time to run another dash. 

“What...time...” Jim huffed. 

“You or me?” Jim just glared. “You did it in 16.25,” he told him. Jim blinked away tears. “You staggered off the blocks a little.”

“And...you?”

“What does that matter, buddy?”

“Just...tell me.” Jim had enough breath back to ponderously lever himself to a seated position. Rick wasn’t looking at him. 

“Culper!” a familiar, gruff voice yelled. They both turned to see the Merc who’d called their names striding over like he was on a parade ground. 

“Sir?” Rick asked. 

“You keep that up you’ll make a top billet, son.” He stopped and punched Rick in the shoulder. It was meant as a brotherly gesture, but it almost knocked the eighteen-year-old off his feet. “Damn fine, son, 8.55 official. Hope you aren’t thinking about being a worthless athlete?”

“No sir!”

“Good, your planet needs you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. It glinted silver in the sunlight. “You give this to the recruiter for Gitmo’s Own, tell him Crosser sent you.” Rick looked stunned but took the coin. A silver challenge coin, from a veteran merc. Jim nodded in appreciation. Gitmo’s Own was a good company, if rather small. Crosser glanced down where Jim was still sitting dejectedly in the grass, his red eye glinting in the sunlight. He half nodded, half shook his head, and marched off.

“Wow,” Rick said, examining the coin. Jim didn’t have to see it to know what was on the coin. He’d memorized all the Merc logos before he’d been old enough to ride a bike. That one would be a globe of the Earth with a stylized ship’s anchor bisecting it and an eagle astride the planet. An ancient symbol of a planetary military unit whose former members formed Gitmo’s Own. 

“Silver,” Jim nodded, “He must have been impressed.”

“Yeah,” Rick agreed and carefully, almost reverently put it in his pocket. 

“You going to use it?”

“You know I won’t,” Rick snapped and looked down at his friend, a hurt expression on his face. He held out a hand thick with muscles. Jim took it and his friend grunted as he levered him up to his feet. “We’re both going to serve in the Cavaliers.”

“Sure,” Jim said. Down the field, students were mustering for the next test, pushups. 

“Come on,” Rick encouraged, patting him on his shoulder, “you always do better at this next one.” Unable to keep his friend’s unabashed good nature from intruding on him, Jim grinned sheepishly and followed him. Rick hurried on ahead to make sure they didn’t miss their turn. When his friend wasn’t looking Jim slipped his necklace from under his shirt and glanced at it. 

A challenge coin, not unlike the one Rick had just received to help him become a recruit, was affixed to a silver chain. Only this coin wasn’t silver, it was a dark metal that had a slight bluish tinge to it. It also didn’t look shiny, as if the metal had been exposed to some extremes before being minted. The image was of a medieval knight, astride a charger, a banner flowing behind him. His lance was lowered as he charged a prostrate dragon on the ground. Inscribed on the banner was “Lead the Charge.” He sighed as he put it away and headed to his next humiliation. 

Hours later, Jim returned to the little flat his family rented for him. It was just blocks from the school – an academy carefully selected by the family to maximize his educational chances. His mother still held out hope he might yet make it into the family business from the ground up and continue the tradition, all physical evidence to the contrary. The apartment in Carmel, Indiana, was evidence of that. “The best leadership and physical development primary classes in the country,” the school’s marketing brochure had bragged. It also happened to have a top-notch Aetherware department, and that was what decided it for Jim. 

It had taken him nearly a year, but he’d managed to skim enough from his allowance for the pinplant procedure. These types of implants had come down steadily in price since they first became available, almost a century ago. He’d had to spend some of his carefully saved money to get a forged permission from his mother to get them; his mother would never have signed it. She believed what mercs went through was bad enough. He’d made an excuse during spring break last year, flown to Tijuana, and underwent the implant surgery. 

Jim stripped out of his sweaty sweat pants and shirt, then gym shorts, and gloriously dug the jockstrap out of the crack of his ass and the folds between his legs. Sometimes he hated not changing and showering at school. Of course, dealing with the stink of himself all afternoon was not nearly as bad as getting naked in front of all the other guys in the locker room. He stopped on the way through the bathroom to grab his interface device and clicked it in place behind his ear. 

In the bathroom he glanced at himself in the mirror – hairless chest, man-boobs, rolls of belly fat, other worse things lower. It was only a quick glance, more out of habit than anything else. A minute later he was in the shower letting the stinging hot water wash away the sweat and grime of the afternoon tests.

As the soap and water did their jobs, Jim closed his eyes and let himself slip into the Aethernet through his pinplants. It was only his own personal node, but he’d been working on it for a year. Building, improving, and creating his own world. A long time ago people would have called it virtual reality. But that was before Aetherware was invented. Inside the Aethernet, his mind linked directly via synaptic relay, was better than reality. Especially his current reality. 

As he was drying his considerable body, his relay informed him of an incoming call. When he mentally clicked to answer it, he was surprised to find it was a message and not a live call. 

“Jim, it’s Mom.” Jim shook his head, as if he wouldn’t know. The contact ID linked to his mom’s GVP – her Global Verified Persona – the second the call came in. “I wanted to call and see how you did on the tests! I know you did great! Look, I’m stuck in Seattle on company business. We’ve run into a few problems, so I won’t have time to come out tomorrow like I had planned. I’m sorry, we’ll get this taken care of, and then I will fly out there first thing on Sunday. See you then.”

He pondered his mother’s message as he dried himself off. After his father died, she had taken over running the company. While not a merc, she came from old money out East; she’d let the company’s military leadership run contracts while she managed the money. All indications were that she’d done pretty well. When his father was still alive, she’d helped out as an accountant. Father had insisted. Cartwrights weren’t known as the idle rich. So he was left with the mystery of what she would be involved in that was both company business and a big enough problem for her to miss their planned appointment.

He pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt and shuffled into the apartment’s living room where he kept his rig. He glanced briefly at the only prominent picture in the room – a large 3D Tri-V of his father and himself. Jim had been nine years old, standing on the back of an ancient Drake ACV, armored combat vehicle, holding a laser carbine almost as big as he was. His dad stood a little in front of him, like Jim, looking at the photographer. All around them were members of the Cavaliers waving and hamming it up for the picture, just before a deployment on contract. It was the last time he’d ever seen any of them alive. 

The full-body support chair gently reclined as the robotic arm reached out and made contact with his pin-points. Jim felt the momentary disconnection as his biological senses were shut down, and he fell away from the real world, and into the Aether. 

* * * * *
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“The seeker-bots are going crazy,” the mining foreman chirped. “They’ve found something!”

Ashattoo turned part of his viewing area away from the slate which displayed the expected yield data for the well, and he turned in the direction of the foreman. The mine on Ch’sis had been almost a complete bust for the Athal, and he was just unlucky enough to be in charge of it. His brood mate had pitched the deal to the Athal Collective. He’d been doing valuable historical research before being transferred to Ch’sis. To be taken away from a job he’d loved and sent to the ass end of the universe had left him with a profound feeling of betrayal. 

“What nonsense are you speaking?” Ashattoo spat back. There was only one hour left until feeding break and there was still much to be done. He didn’t want to waste time analyzing questionable data. 

“The probe shaft you ordered on mine feed nine,” the foreman said, using a foothand to smooth the sensing hairs on his side. 

“I gave no such order.”

“Sure you did,” the supervisor insisted. “Yesterday at the research meeting.” 

Ashattoo looked away from the data in annoyance, giving his complete attention to the foreman, who noticed his annoyance and yet...still persisted. 

“You said that a probe shaft on mine nine would provide answers to interesting questions.” 

Ashattoo’s mouth parts fell open, and he spit fluid on the floor. “Fool!” he barked, “I said it would be foolish to sink a probe shaft in nine; it would only answer a question that does not need answering and provide questionable data!”

“I...don’t remember it that way.” 

Ashattoo threw up all six hands in frustration, slapped the slate he’d been reading onto his tool harness, and skittered over to the supervisor who twitched in fear. He used most of his high-attenuation eyes to examine the screen, first noting with horror that the probe shaft had been sunk more than three miles already. At just under 100 credits per yard...it was a disaster. 

“Five thousand credits, you grub!” Ashattoo exclaimed in frustration. “You don’t listen to what I say, and you waste many thousands of our credits on a probe shaft!?”

“But, look at the data!”

“What could possibly be so interesting?” he moaned. The supervisor pointed at another area of the readout, beside the basic drill data. The seeker robots at the end of the probe looked for certain elements and reported the results back. That data helped steer the probe, and this particular probe was capable of deviating several degrees per yard dug. It was picking up massive concentrations of a particular noble gas. “That is...interesting.”

“That’s what I said,” the supervisor mumbled peevishly. 

Ashattoo wondered – what was the chance, on this world of all worlds? They’d harvested modest amounts of gaseous hydrocarbons, enough to make the operation almost worth the expense of the 100-cycle lease, and the Mining Guild didn’t sell leases on worlds that had even a minor possibility of being profitable with ease. More than 10,000 cycles ago, Ch’sis had been a veritable treasure trove of various rare gases. Despite the remnants of the white dwarf in the center of its system, though, Ch’sis wasn’t found to possess the rarest of the rarest of the rare – a gas so rare it was usually only found in the rocky core of a former gas giant. Ch’sis had been such a planet and had barely survived the supernova that reformed it. After the gaseous atmosphere had been blasted away by the shockwave of its star exploding, only a planetoid less than four thousand miles wide remained. 

The intense pressures inside a gas giant were ideal for the creation of exotic elements and the pooling of other more commonly found ones. Deposits of fluorine gas sometimes found deep in the core of such worlds, exposed to the unbelievable radiation of a supernova, resulted in something else entirely – something extremely valuable – and something that was usually found in combination with...

“Xenon gas,” Ashattoo said, the light in the operations center glimmering off his multifaceted compound eyes. Was it possible? “Any hint of it?”

“Of what?” the foreman asked. 

“Don’t be a fool!” Ashattoo snapped. 

“No,” the other replied sheepishly. Ashattoo didn’t really blame him, the very idea of anyone finding a deposit, previously undiscovered, on a world so thoroughly gone over, was unthinkable. 

“Press the probe deeper,” Ashattoo ordered. 

Four hours later Ashattoo flew down the bare-walled corridors of the mining module to his office, using both feet and foothands to speed himself along. He was glad his ancestors had not been flightless, like his species was now outside of the near-zero gravity of the facility. If he’d been forced to walk, he probably would have stumbled all the way there. He was in far too much shock to have navigated by conscious thought. 

He activated his main computer and used his security code to compose a message to the Collective. They had to be informed immediately. In minutes the dispatch was completed, using the highest level encryption algorithm at his disposal, and sent out to the jump point. There it would await the next ship to transit through the system. His multifaceted eyes took in the room. Did everything look different? If the discovery played out, it would be different in amazing ways.

All the rest of that day and into the next, Ashattoo set every available robot in the manufactory unit to constructing the extraction, refining, and storage facilities needed to process the incomprehensible treasure sensors had indicated was buried in the gas giant remnant below. As he worked the next day, his slate gave him a routine notification. His message had been relayed to a free trader passing through the Ch’sis stargate in the correct direction. With luck, the Collective would receive his amazing news in a matter of a few weeks. He would not realize the magnitude of the events he’d accidentally set in motion for months to come. 

* * * * *
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When Jim returned to his apartment on the afternoon he turned eighteen, he was wallowing in the pit of the lowest moment of his life. He’d had to go to the school to get his final grades as well as the results of his VOWS. His grades were stellar, of course. Even with mandatory physical training dragging him down, he finished with a sliding scale GPA of 4.86, in the upper ninety-ninth percentile. 

The VOWS, however, were graded based on a battery of physical and mental tests, with the physical having greater weight in the results, of course. Each category was graded from 100, worst, to 500, best. There were five mental categories and four physical. The mental total was divided by five, the physical by three. Thus the mental range was from 100 to 500, the physical 133 to 667, resulting in an aggregate between 233 and 1167. 

To stand even a remote chance of being picked up by a company, a graduate needed to score over 900. Even with a mental category score of 471, just 29 points below perfect, he only managed a combined score of 664. Dead last in his class. The PhysEd teacher wouldn’t even look him in the eye when he handed Jim the chip with his VOWS score. 

Jim briefly considered swinging by the little startown just outside of Beach Grove to pick up some drugs. Maybe a little Sparkle, to lift his feelings? It was stubborn pride that stopped him. He’d managed to make it through his entire education without resorting to drugs to feel better, despite always being “the fat kid” in his class. Sure, maybe everyone else was destined to be beautiful, but he was going to be running an entire merc company. 

It had become harder as his teens hit. He’d been taller than Rick initially. Sure, Rick was thin and athletic, but being taller had meant something, right? Then their growth spurts hit. Rick shot to over six feet, while Jim petered out at around five foot nine inches. As Rick got even leaner, his muscle tone began to arrive. He ate like a horse, and grew the muscles to match. Jim ate sparingly, and grew to resemble a hippo. It didn’t seem to matter what he did. Of course, the doctors gave him diets and all kinds of advice, which he tried to follow, but once he discovered the Aethernet, his level of physical activity – and consequently his level of physical fitness – went steadily downhill. 

So with the abysmal VOWS score in his pocket, he stared at the cab’s control screen and half reached for the Chicago Starport’s icon. A one-hour ride on the hyper-expressway. As an extra territorial area, he could acquire anything he needed there for the right price. A function of Earth’s joining the Union, the zones around starports were basically not human territory. The laws of the Union stood there, and the Union had damned few laws. The surrounding community was mostly indifferent. Normally a human needed to be twenty-one to enter without an adult escort, but he had a pass. Perk of the family. 

Once, in order to impress a girl, he’d taken her and two of her friends in using his pass. They’d acted all impressed, and he’d hoped he might receive certain...considerations in return. They’d ditched him within minutes and showed up the next day with brand new morphogenic tattoos, something that underage girls could only obtain in a startown. Of course, everyone knew the only place to get those was in a startown, and no one else in their school had a pass to get in except him. The girls did him the tiny favor of not directly implicating him, but word got around. Soon others began bothering him to take them to the startown. Not wanting to be used that way again, he refused as politely as he could. One girl slapped his face in the hall after class when he said no. He was once again the school joke, but at least they finally stopped asking him. 

Jim sighed and keyed in a mall near his apartment instead. Now that he’d graduated, he’d be heading to Houston pretty soon. The Cavalier’s HQ was there, and he had figured doing his management training closer to operations would enable him to actually work a few hours in the company every week. His mother had told him that was fine months ago. The problem was she hadn’t returned his calls or emails for a week now. She never left the planet, so there was no way she’d gone on deployment. To his knowledge she’d never even gone up to orbit where the Cavalier’s starships were located. 

Jim killed a few hours at the mall then went back to his place. When he closed the door to his apartment, he was feeling depressed and hungry. He went to the kitchen first and flash-cooked a meal pack, then headed for the living room and his Aethernet direct connection. He almost missed the envelope on the floor just inside the door. He couldn’t remember ever getting a physical letter in his apartment in the four years he’d been there. It was large and legal looking. 

From the Law Offices of Leo Witwicky, Bankruptcy Attorneys in Extra-Planetary Law, Houston Startown, it read. For a rare moment, Jim forgot about food as he felt his blood run cold. He fell into the seldom used kitchenette chair that creaked in protest. He tore open the envelope and began to read. 

A few pages in, he groped around his belly and reached into his front pocket to retrieve a mobile pinlink to his system. He was always careful in public, pinheads often were attacked by purists. That’s why he didn’t shave his head and get tattoos like many of his fellows. 

The mobile link clicked in place and instantly synched with his main system. He could have just hooked up, but it was hard to read in the real world while submerged in the Aether. After chewing through the pages and pages of legalese, he needed the hive-mind to help him make sense of it all. 

When he put the paperwork down, he glanced at the microwave meal and probed it with a finger. It was room temperature, just like his life. In his head he summed up what he’d read: 

Cartwright’s Cavaliers went back to the beginning of the off-world mercenary companies. Founded by James “Jimmy” Cartwright, Sr., shortly after initial contact, it got one of the first one hundred contracts ever signed. Of the companies that signed contracts, ninety-six of them did not survive action. The remaining four became known as The Four Horsemen, partly because they’d seemingly survived the apocalypse, and partly because they all just happened to have horses in their logos. 

His father was the sixth owner and director of Cartwright’s Cavaliers in an unbroken line of wealth and success that was the most storied of the Four Horsemen. Jim had grown up listening to unending tales of the exploits of the company on a thousand alien worlds. It was his history, his past, his birthright. And it was gone. It had survived thousands of battles across the galaxy, but it had not been able to survive his mother. 

After Jim’s father died, the company had been left to him, in keeping with both law and tradition. He could not legally serve in the CEO role until he was eighteen, so in the interim his mother had agreed to run the company until he was old enough to take over, which would have been now. Jim had watched her slowly depleting the company’s financial reserves, but he’d never worried too much. The contract acceptance and deployment aspects of the company were handled by handpicked officers who’d served with his father for many years. 

As he was getting closer to being able to chart the company’s future, Jim had visited with their command staff the last time he was in Houston. They’d assured him it was impossible for her to do any real damage. A merc company’s real wealth was in its assets, and she couldn’t sell or give those away. Tragically, that was only partly true. Pages of affidavits attested to his mother making a number of extremely risky investments, and with her authority as CFO of Cartwright’s Cavaliers, she had used the company’s name as collateral. 

His mother hadn’t wanted him to come down to Houston – or to visit him after his birthday – because she’d been fighting her way through a series of appeals in the World Court while the company’s combat units were fulfilling a contract off-world. According to the paperwork he’d just read, the appeals were lost, and the company’s assets had been seized to cover the debt. 

Jim checked his account linked with the company. There were still several thousand credits there, but the account showed as frozen. He couldn’t touch it. His rent was due in days. In a panic he slipped into the Aether and checked his private account. It was still there, and untouched. Being very careful to avoid linking it to his company account in any way, Jim logged onto the airline and made a reservation to Houston on a flight leaving in three hours. He then set about tying up his remaining loose ends in Indiana. 

An hour and a half later he was back in a cab heading to Beach Grove. He’d ended up spending almost a quarter of his hidden account between the airfare and arranging to have his Aetherware gear carefully packaged and sent to their Houston home. He had two bags with all his clothes and a few personal items – mostly some tech, and a small collection of very precious stuffed animals. Everything else in the apartment had been leased anyway. With no way to pay the lease, he didn’t care what happened to it. 

At the startown, he checked his bags and went through security. The screeners, obviously ex-mercs, didn’t pay him any attention. Terrorists were never fat teenagers. He was at the gate more than an hour before his flight and with time to kill. Not wanting to be seen with a pinlink over his ear in public, he dug out a seldom used slate and looked through the public Aethernet news. It only took a minute to find a story. 

“Fall of the Four Horsemen!” read one headline. “Steeplechase of Fraud,” said another. “Millions Go Missing,” was another. He clicked through a few and read the pieces haltingly. They all told the same story, just with different slants. Large, risky real estate deals. Interstellar speculating. He sighed at that one, his mother always thought his father was a fool for not playing the aliens at their own game. One story even mentioned something about her buying a decrepit old manufactory. Then there was the only publication that treated the demise of the Cavaliers as anything other than juicy fodder. 

“One of the Best Is Gone,” said the cover of the ancient Soldier of Fortune. There was a picture of his father, resplendent in light combat armor, with the gleaming Cartwright’s Knight – a logo of a soldier in shining plate astride a warhorse, with his lance tip pointing skyward – on a dropship behind him. The resolution wasn’t high enough to read the motto around the image: Lead the Charge. 

“That one of the greatest merc companies in Earth’s off-world service is lost to financial mismanagement is not only a disgrace, it’s a terrible blow to the prestige of human mercs as a whole, and ultimately to the planet’s economy,” Soldier of Fortune said. There was a picture of his father standing with Jim, taken many years ago. His father was smiling, holding his deployment duffle bag over his shoulder with one hand and holding Jim’s hand in the other as they walked down a corridor in Houston’s Startown. His father looked so happy, and so did Jim. A couple passing Jim slowed and wondered why the fat kid sitting by himself was crying. 

Two and a half hours later, Jim was trundling down the jetway from the flight into the Houston Startown air terminal. As he walked, Jim noted random things. Posters describing attractions in and around Houston. The long windows of the terminal that showed the near distance where the pointy noses of several orbital shuttles could be seen nestled in their launch cradles. Runway traffic like his flight accounted for mostly short, regional transport anymore. It all seemed so disturbingly normal, unlike what waited for him.

As Jim left the jetway and turned toward the baggage claim area, he caught sight of a gaggle of reporters. Most were conferring with their camera crews, adjusting equipment, or checking their look in a mirror. Some were performing sound checks and referencing their notes. Jim was in the first group off the plane, and when he came into sight, the newsies all sprang into action. 

Oh, shit, Jim thought. He knew the fate of the Cavaliers would be big news, partly due to the company’s high-profile status and partly because of the nature of what had befallen it. A hundred companies had died over the years, but the vast majority had been lost in the line of duty, not to poor financial management. Jim ducked his head and walked with a group of curious tourists, even slowing as they did while passing the reporters. 

“We’re here at Houston Startown hoping to catch a word with James Cartwright, once heir of the powerful Cartwright’s Cavaliers...” he heard as he went by. Jim risked a glance and saw one of the reporters scanning the crowd with a critical eye. The man looked right at Jim for a split second, and moved on. He almost laughed. They must have been looking for someone like his dad, and Jim looked nothing like his dad. He always thought his build followed the men of his mother’s family: dumpy and fat. Luckily the brains seemed to be pure Cartwright. 

Realizing none of the talking heads seemed to have been smart enough to access his high school records so they could get a current image of him, he took strategic advantage of a people-mover grinding along with a load of old people and accelerated to his rather plodding top speed. To his great relief, he soon rounded a corner in the concourse, and the reporters were out of sight. He chuckled to himself as he rode the escalator down to baggage claim. There were a few reporters waiting there as well, but all of them were busily accosting anyone who looked remotely like a young potential-merc. In that moment, he was happy not to be one of the beautiful people.

Jim took up a place between a portly old man absorbed in a video on his headset and a trio of teens all looking at a slate showing a basketball game while he waited. After a minute, the carousel beeped loudly and ground to life, disgorging its usual wide variety of bags, parcels, and golf clubs. He had just grabbed his first bag and was watching for number two when someone spoke up from behind him.

“Jimmy?” He jerked visibly, cursing himself. “It is, isn’t it? Jimmy Cartwright?” The portly guy next to him turned and eyed him curiously, obviously recognizing the name as well but not from where. Jim turned his head, afraid of some news hound who’d be about to make his life hell. He wasn’t expecting a familiar face.

“Hi Buddha!” he said. A second later all 325 pounds of him was swept off his feet in a full body hug by the only fat merc Jim had ever seen. 

“James!” Buddha said in his thick Asian accent. “I can’t believe you’re here.” Buddha wasn’t really fat, just round. He was as strong as a horse and could run for hours. 

“Me neither,” Jim admitted. He hadn’t seen Buddha for years. 

“Look how you’ve grown!”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said dejectedly, trying not to look down at his belly and failing. 

“Don’t worry about a few extra pounds, kid! Look at me!” Buddha was wearing a shirt that strained around his middle, the sleeves torn off revealing bulging muscles. He lifted a massive arm and flexed, the bicep fairly exploded into prominence. “We can get you in shape, no problem! Some exercise, protein shakes, and lots of pineapple.” 

“Buddha,” Jim said, cutting him off, “have you seen my mom?”

“Elizabeth?” Buddha got a dark look on his face. “Haven’t seen her since before the last deployment.” Jim extracted himself from Buddha and glanced at the carousel. Naturally, his bag had just slid past and now he had to wait for it to go all the way around. You’d think after more than two centuries of space travel, someone would have devised a better system to claim your baggage than letting them crawl around on a mechanical conveyor. “I guess you’re kinda pissed at her, huh?”

“Yeah,” Jim said. “You guys were on deployment, right?”

“Yep,” Buddha said. “Just made transition from Sigma Draconis yesterday and came down a couple hours ago. We usually have a company bus waiting, but obviously that isn’t happening. So, we’re all waiting for friends and cabs and shit.” Jim nodded as his bag finally came back around, grunting as he pulled it off the belt. He was a little embarrassed to find himself unable to lift the bag without wheels while pulling the other one. “Here,” Buddha said and leaned over the bags, “Let me, little buddy.” With zero effort, the big merc took both bags under one arm, slung his own massive duffle bag over his shoulder and looked down at Jim. “Got a car?”

“No, I’m low on funds. I was going to grab a cab.”

“We can share. You going to the estate?” Jim nodded, and they were off. 

After mercs started bringing back ever larger amounts of intergalactic currency, the governments of Earth realized the potential and started slowly raising taxes. A lot of merc companies grumbled, but even now with the tax rate at nearly fifty percent, an average paid contract would net each member of a company thousands of credits a day. Buddha probably made more on a one-month contract than the average American made in ten years. Of course, that was balanced out by the incredible risks to life and limb mercs were often expected to face, but to most of them, it was well worth it. 

With vast sums of liquid assets flowing into their accounts, the mercs spent lavishly. Cars, boats, planes, and of course, real estate. Since many liked to stay near Houston’s Startown, the center of Earth-based merc contract negotiations, most of the land around the city belonged to merc companies, owners, and contractors. The Cartwright’s Cavaliers family estate was a short ride west of Houston – more than 1,000 acres the company founder had bought with money earned during the early days. Back when a handful of credits could buy a stack of gold.

The computer controlling the cab had taken his instructions and Buddha’s credit chip, and sent them off at a respectable pace. They merged onto the expressway and soon they were rocketing along at 200 mph, crowded in with dozens of other cars only inches away. Jim suppressed a wincing fear as the cab shot away from startown. Those in the Indianapolis region weren’t nearly as fast. But of course Houston was the biggest city on Earth, so they needed to move faster to keep up with demand. 

Jim did not want to just sit there like an idiot for the whole ride, but he also didn’t want to discuss the company’s situation. His anger and disappointment were simmering just below the surface. He’d almost cried once on the plane as he reread the lawyer’s letter. The last thing he wanted to do was lose it in front of Buddha – that would be like crying in front of a big brother. 

“Any losses on that contract you just completed?” he ended up asking, a much safer subject. Mercs died; it was a fact of life. They considered it a point of pride that they could buy it any day they worked. The mental tests and conditioning a merc went through first verified they could handle the stress, then got them prepared for the reality. Most got truly excited by the prospect of being in mortal peril. It drew them to the job. And some just liked blowing things up, regardless of the species. 

“Naw,” Buddha said and shrugged, then gave a little grin. “Just a garrison job. The Zuparti thought someone was going to make a move on a huge stash of radioactives they had. Turns out no one knew about it, and they were just being paranoid. Still, we got paid.” Jim had studied the Zuparti. They looked like big weasels and acted like shell-shocked chickens. They walked around in a perpetual state of freak-out, but they were shrewd traders, and that meant lots of merc contracts. Because they were both wealthy and typically had half a dozen merc companies around them eating, smoking, and generally making themselves at home, no one tended to mess with them. Ironically, that only served to further feed their paranoia, making them certain that someday, it would all come apart at the seams. 

“About the pay,” Jim said timidly. “You’ll still get yours, right?”

“Sure, no problem,” Buddha said cordially; “we’re paid on contract. So we’ll all get our contracted share before the fucking lawyers get the rest.” Jim nodded, relieved that none of his men were going to get shafted. Then he felt even worse when he remembered they weren’t his men and never would be. 

The autonomous cab eventually slowed and pulled off the high-speed throughway and onto local roads. Minutes later it was turning onto the family’s private estate road where it came to a sudden and unexpected stop. Parked across the road was a Texas State Patrol car. 

“Oh,” Jim said as the cab informed him, “Road closed. Change destination?” A pair of police officers froze in mid-bite of doughnuts and eyed the cab curiously. 

“Guess this is the end of the road,” Buddha said with a shrug. 

“You take the cab,” Jim said and clambered out. One of the officers was approaching to see what he wanted. 

“Are you gonna be okay, Jimmy?”

“Sure,” he lied and shook hands with the man. “Thanks for the ride.”

“No problem,” Buddha said with half a smile. “Don’t forget, you’re a Cartwright. Greatness is in your blood, young man.” Jim sat his bags on the concrete driveway and watched the cab spin about on new orders and head down the lane until his thoughts were interrupted. 

“You aren’t supposed to be here,” the officer said. Jim turned around sullenly and looked at him. 

“I’m Jim Cartwright, that’s my house.” 

It took an hour to get past the police. First he had to prove who he was, then he needed to provide copies of the legal documents sent by the lawyer indicating he had access to the house. In the end he was escorted by one of the officers who drove him the three miles up to the main house. The compound was comprised of nine buildings in the middle of several thousand acres of real estate. The largest of the buildings was the primary residence; beyond that, there were garages, warehouses, a small private museum, and quarters for both servants and guests. Growing up, most of the employees jokingly called the estate, “The Ponderosa.” Jim didn’t get the joke until he was in his teens. 

He strolled through the pristine, robot-maintained halls of his family home, past a long line of Cartwright patriarchs, both from the merc era and before it. The family dining room was quiet and deserted. His father’s vast library, expanded considerably in Jim’s youth, was also deserted. The officer followed, acknowledging the difficulty of the moment for the young Cartwright with his silence. 

His wanderings eventually took him up on the expansive third floor, made up primarily of the family’s personal quarters. There was a small separate living area here, along with a family room, and even, a long time ago, classrooms where the Cartwright children received private tutoring. The Cartwright family had numbered in the dozens in decades’ past, not at all like the three individuals who he’d grown up with, now only two. And one was gone, possibly in hiding. 

At the end of the hallway was a familiar room – his own. He pushed the door open and found it exactly as he’d left it four years ago. He ran his hand along the desk with its now out-of-date computer. Posters hung on the walls of bands no longer in vogue and merc companies that now lived only in memory and history books. And finally, there was a shelf full of memorabilia. 

Opening the closet, he quickly packed a couple things then swept the memorabilia into an old duffle bag. The police officer watched from the door, but said nothing. The court order said Jim wasn’t allowed to remove anything of value; as it happened, none of the junk in his room was valuable. 

“Anything else?” the officer asked. 

“One more stop, please,” Jim said, walking two doors down to his parent’s room. The door was open. He looked inside and found it bare. The furniture was there, but no pictures, no valuables, nothing. It used to sport a number of very expensive paintings and other art, now all gone. While he thought about it, he hadn’t seen any of the other art he remembered from his youth. If half the stories he’d read in the lawyer’s brief were correct, those items had been sold at auction long ago. He lingered for another moment, then turned to savor one last long look at his childhood home before he left it, forever. 

* * * * *
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Ashattoo skittered out of the trading office both excited and fearful. Four months after the find on Ch’sis, they were delivering the first tanker load to the great trading center of Sakall. The Cimeron region was located just beyond midway to the other side of the galaxy and the Athal’s home world. They’d picked Sakall as the ideal distribution point as it was a proactive feint against their adversaries. Well, there weren’t any adversaries yet, but they would come soon enough. 

As soon as the robotic tanker arrived in orbit, and the manifest data was transmitted to Sakall customs, the process began. He stopped outside the off-world trading office and used his implant to access the Athal data link. He sent a message confirming the sale, as well as the transfer of nearly twenty billion credits to his people’s much-needed bottom line. 

“You are to be congratulated.” Ashattoo turned fractionally so some of the rearmost of his eyes could see who’d addressed him. What he saw sent chills down his thorax. A senior Acquirer of the Besquith stood there, his big black-in-black eyes regarding Ashattoo; his rows of perfect pointy white teeth gleamed in the artificial light. The solid iridium pendant of his Acquirer rank caught the light as well. 

“My thanks, Acquirer,” Ashattoo said through his translator. It occurred to him he had better play this carefully. “For what am I being congratulated?” 

“Oh, now you need not be coy,” the Besquith hissed. They spoke in hisses and grunts which didn’t require their mouths to open, making Ashattoo quite happy. Many mercenary species were imposing to view. Others, like the Besquith, were truly horrifying. A predator species with huge mouths full of razor sharp teeth, a smiling Besquith was often the last thing a being would ever see. They were one of the few races in the galaxy with a reputation for both combat and trading – a truly frightening combination. 

“We are just here doing some trading, same as everyone else on Sakall,” Ashattoo persisted. 

“Halfway across the galaxy from your home? Rather...inconvenient.” The Besquith looked Ashattoo up and down. It did not feel like the huge predator was taking his measure as an opponent, but rather as a meal. Ashattoo pretended to be intimidated. It wasn’t hard. If the Besquith Acquirer had been an Athal, he would have laughed at how scared Ashattoo was at that moment. Of course, had the Acquirer been another of his own species, Ashattoo would not have been in mortal fear at that moment. 

“Look, Athal, I’m not in the mood for games.”

“I can go then?” Ashattoo asked and half turned to leave. 

“No,” the Besquith said and grabbed one of Ashattoo’s wings. The chiton cracked in the powerful grip and Ashattoo gasped in pain. “Everyone on this wretched station knows you just unloaded almost a million gallons of F11, so don’t play dumb with me if you want to live.”

“It was a fair transaction,” Ashattoo cried piteously as he tried in vain to pull away without leaving a wing behind. The Acquirer pulled him closer instead. 

“I never said it wasn’t, only that I know about it. And if you had a million gallons, you probably have much more where that came from. You will sell it to us.”

“You can negotiate for it like every other–”

“What?” the Acquirer demanded, “Like what? Common lower species such as yours?”

“That is not what I was saying!” Ashattoo pleaded, moving his eyes’ perspectives around desperately in hope of seeing a peacekeeper. Unfortunately, the usually bustling station hallway appeared all but deserted. He glimpsed some being start to come around a corner and, witnessing what was happening, immediately reverse its direction and leave. Ashattoo knew it was far too much to hope the stranger would summon help. 

“Then what are you saying, you pathetic bug?”

“I’m saying...” the Acquirer squeezed harder, and Ashattoo’s wing cracked more, “can we negotiate?”

An hour later, he stumbled into his temporary quarters in Sakall station. More like fell into it. He had two shattered wings and was missing a leg. He was mad and in immeasurable pain. Worse, his species was now in a worse way than he was physically. The Athal had struggled to make ends meet for all its time since first venturing into space and joining the Galactic Union. A small, young species had to scramble to get ahead, and the best way was prospecting for rare elements. Finding a trove of F11 was a coup beyond measure. Having others find out it was in their possession before they had had a chance to properly secure it was a disaster of equal proportions. 

Ashattoo went to his travelling case and removed the medical kit. His severed limb had self-sealed, a benefit of his species’ biology. What good was a detachable limb if you then bled to death after giving it up? Nevertheless, the wound still required a sealant to keep out infection. The wings were another matter. He used the medical scanner and quickly concluded one was a lost cause. He concentrated and felt the tendons sever almost painlessly. Just like the limb, it was sloughed off. He would replace both losses at his next molting. 

After taking an analgesic, he picked up his slate and began writing a communique to the collective. It was difficult, not just because of the pain from his missing limb and wings, but also because he was describing his own utter failure. After all their hard work and luck, this find would be reduced to nothing more than a few percentage points. Sure, it would be millions of credits, but that was no more than most other ventures managed to garner. It took this fabulous find and turned it into a minor footnote in the collective’s P&L table. 

He was nearly finished with the dispatch when his room’s door control chimed, telling him he had a visitor. His remaining wings buzzed furtively, and he cast around the room with all his eyes for anywhere to hide. The space was small and offered only one way out. With a shaking hand, he waved the door’s intercom alive and spoke. 

“What do you want?”

“Are you the Athal who sold the F11 today?” asked the anonymous voice. It was pre-translated into Ashattoo’s voice, which instantly let him know it wasn’t one of the dangerous and arrogant Besquith. That didn’t mean this new being wasn’t dangerous, only more congenial. 

“Who are you?” he asked instead of answering the question. 

“I am Grislawn, a trader with the Wathayat.” Ashattoo thought for a second, then released the door. It swung open to reveal a tall, stout, and furred Cochkala. Beady black eyes regarded Ashattoo from inside an expressive face covered in striped white and blue fur. Long whiskers quivered as the being sniffed the air. “Thank you for seeing me.” Ashattoo calmed somewhat. The Cochkala were not known for violence. 

“Say your piece. What does the Wathayat want with the Athal?”

“We are interested in your F11.”

“Of course you are. Unfortunately, it has already been sold on the open market.”

“A mistake, if you consider the results.” With a graceful sweep of a long arm the Cochkala took in Ashattoo’s mauled physique. “Are you well?”

“Well enough,” Ashattoo replied with a grunt of displeasure he knew would be translated but didn’t care. “Again, what do you want of us? I have no more F11.”

“You have no more right now,” the Cochkala corrected. “We’ve analyzed a sample and know it comes from a new source, and an unattributed source at that.” Ashattoo didn’t think he could have gotten more nervous; he was wrong. “You are acquainted with the Wathayat, or you wouldn’t have let me in.”

“You are well known traders,” Ashattoo admitted. “It is also known you have a reputation for acquiring very hard-to-get resources and holding onto them, making them even more valuable.” The Cochkala nodded in the universal sign of assent. “You are also the only trading organization that does not limit its membership to a single species. I believe there are four species in your guild?”

“You are well informed,” it said with another nod. “Could I ask you a question?” It touched the iridium shield on its chest, a symbol of his office as a Galactic Union trader. “Under my oath, it shall not leave my confidence.”

“Ask, but I may not answer,” Ashattoo responded cautiously.

“That is fair,” the Cochkala agreed. “You have a firm source of the F11, do you not?”

“We may.”

“It is considerable, is it not?” No answer. “After all, you would not have brought such a massive shipment so far across the galaxy if you did not have access to considerably more.”

“Maybe this is all we had, and we wanted to sell it quickly for a profit,” Ashattoo suggested. 

“Unlikely,” the Cochkala disagreed. “If you only had that much to sell, you would have sold it in smaller lots around the galaxy, and by doing so, avoided the attentions of species such as the Besquith.” Ashattoo silently cursed his decision to come to Sakall. 

“If we do have more, that is our own business.”

“It will not be for long; we know the Besquith have demanded it, and you are in no position to refuse them.”

“If you are here to threaten me, I have been threatened more than enough this day,” Ashattoo snapped, now too upset to make much of an act of it. “Besides, you cannot demand of me what I already must surrender to another bully.”

“What if my offer is better than their offer?”

“Offer?” Ashattoo snorted, spitting fluid on the floor as he did so. “Demanding we hand over the F11, exploration contract and all, for a five percent commission is not an offer.”

“The Besquith were only going to leave you with five percent?” The Cochkala asked, followed by a snorting whistle. Ashattoo didn’t know for certain, but he suspected the other being was chuckling at him. 

“They are strong; they don’t hire mercs to do their fighting. They prefer to do it themselves.”

“Yes, they are unusual in the galaxy, both thinkers and fighters. Sadistic and merciless.”

“You are not helping your case,” Ashattoo said, and the Cochkala spread its hands in surrender. “What can you offer, a higher percentage? It would have to be well worth our while to risk the Besquith’s wrath. Even after giving it to you, there is nothing to stop the Besquith from descending on us and laying to waste the entire Athal home world.”

“There is one way to avoid that and give us the F11.” Ashattoo found himself moving closer to better hear, despite his doubts. “As you know, there are four species in the Wathayat.” It paused for a moment and leaned closer. “How would you like to be the fifth?”

* * *
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Galrath, senior Acquirer of the Besquith, roared in rage and threw the slate across the bridge of his ship. It bounced and ricocheted around the space, making a number of the bridge crew duck or cover their heads. “The filthy insect!” he bellowed and looked for something else to break. 

“Please, Acquirer,” the captain of the trader vessel beseeched him, “If you damage my ship...”

“To entropy with your cursed ship,” Galrath snarled and rounded on the captain, his mouth open slightly, saliva flying as he spun. The captain remained floating just a few feet away, and to his credit, he didn’t budge an inch, even in the face of his superior’s rage. It was his ship, after all. The unspoken challenge calmed Galrath enough to allow him to get control of himself. He didn’t need an honor duel with this one – not now. Besides, he would have no use for a starship beyond selling it, and selling anything so large on the black market would invite unwanted attention from the authorities and others. The fact that he’d been robbed by the double-dealing Athal was what mattered most right now. “With the damnable Wathayat involved, it’s infinitely more complicated.” 
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