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Computer Operations Center, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth

Recently promoted Captain Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos sat alone in his office off the Computer Ops Center. Colonel Sansar Enkh, the leader of the Golden Horde mercenary company, had determined he needed to be at least a captain to represent the Horde on a deployment. He had only been back from his contract on Kelfor-6 for a day, which had been both a success, and a failure. The Hoplite prototype had performed exactly as it was supposed to, except for an odd energy drain issue they could never solve. It was also, he had to admit to himself, the reason more people hadn’t died when the Besquith had launched an attack that was supposed to wipe out the Golden Horde.

He looked over at the corner of his office where, propped up against the wall, was a scorched and bent piece of armor from Hoplite. That piece of armor was all he had left after it had inexplicably blown up during a training exercise. Still readable on what had been the inside of one of Hoplite’s leg door panels were the names of the people who had been killed in a Besquith ambush over a year ago. It was bulky, but he had decided it was something that would travel with him.

There was a knock on the door. “Come!”

Sergeant Christine Russell, one of his special projects leads, came in and shut the door behind her before coming to attention and saluting. Markus returned the salute and indicated a chair.

“Have a seat, Christine.”

She smiled and sat, leaning back in the chair. “What’s up, boss?”

“I need two new slates put together, to my specs...can you get that handled in a week?”

She considered for a moment. “Depends on the specs, I suppose.”

Markus sent a message with two files to her queue through his pinplants.

Her eyes unfocused as she looked over the specs.

“First one...no problem, it’s just like the one you lost on Kelfor-6. I can have that in a few days. The other one, really? No Net connection?”

He nodded. “I want it to be completely incapable of connecting to the Net. Even if I hook it up to my ‘plants, or another system, I want it built to reject any kind of connection and log the attempt.”

“May I ask why?”

“Just testing a theory. Not really ready to go into any detail. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I need more information before I can nail anything down.” 

She shrugged. “Sure, I’ll get the team working on them. We’ll have them ready before you deploy.”

“Oh, that was the other thing,” Markus grinned. “Before we deploy. You’re coming with us. Staff Sergeant Le can handle the department while we’re gone, with Major Good overseeing. This should be a short contract, but there are elements I might need help with.”

She looked confused, which Markus understood. This particular mission wasn’t one that had been widely disseminated among the Horde. In fact, as far as he knew, only Colonel Enkh, First Sergeant Mun, Major Good, and he knew about it.

“You’ll understand when the team is briefed later today. Dismissed.”

She stood, saluted, and headed out to get to work.

He quickly crafted and sent a message to the team he’d take with him, though they didn’t know it yet, on the next contract. The next step was to work on the loadout list.

He reviewed the order of deployment and grimaced. They had a new logistics officer, Lieutenant Sommerkorn, who seemed to be an expert at making things harder than they needed to be, so he decided to handle it himself. For this contract, he would only take, at maximum, a squad of CASPers, some support equipment, and a few of his intelligence specialists. He wanted to keep the team small and mobile. He wasn’t sure why, but something in the back of his mind told him that was important.

He reviewed reports of events that had happened while he was gone, which hadn’t been much. The uptick in drones trying to infiltrate the base was troubling, but Major Good was on that, and his group didn’t have to worry about it. Some of the message traffic was of concern as well, and his team had assisted with some of the analysis, but again, it was being taken care of. His job, right now, was to get ready for their deployment. 

* * *
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That afternoon, his team assembled in the same conference room Markus had sat in almost a year earlier to plan out the Hoplite project, and many of the people were the same. Hopefully, this operation would go much more smoothly.

“Thanks for coming together on short notice, folks. First, introductions are in order. You all know me, but you don’t know Sergeant Christine Russell from my special projects team.” 

Christine nodded to the assembled group.

“Christine, this is Staff Sergeant Brandon ‘Irish’ Johnston, CASPer squad leader.”

Johnston nodded to Christine.

“Sergeant Harley O’Borne, maintenance lead.”

“Hobo,” he interjected. “No one calls me anything else.”

Markus grinned and nodded. “Moving on, Specialist Stephanie Volk, also in maintenance, and our chief weapons expert and general tinkerer.”

Stephanie smiled and nodded.

“There are a few other support personnel, and of course the rest of the squad, who you’ll meet in time. Very soon, in fact, because we are scheduled to leave for a contract in a week.”

“A week?” Hobo leaned forward in his chair. “Spartan, we just got back, we need time to repair all the damage you people inflicted on my mechs!”

Markus nodded. “That’s the order, and don’t pretend you can’t do it, Hobo. Pull in extra hands if you need them, but we leave in a week. You can pick one or two more techs if you want, for the contract, but I want this team small and mobile.”

Hobo smirked and leaned back in his chair.

He could see a question on Johnston’s face. “Go ahead, Irish.”

“What’s the mission, sir?”

“We have two goals with this deployment. First, we’re going to be assisting a race new to the Galactic Union with defense setup and training. They have no designs on being mercs, but they do want to be able to protect themselves and their outposts.”

“And second, sir?” Johnston asked.

“We’re going to spy on the Merchant Guild.” Markus leaned back in his chair.

He was met with stares from everyone but Christine, who shrugged.

“We already do that, sir.”

“True, but not like this. You see, the planet we’re going to happens to be on a trade route, and the Merchant Guild is setting up a base there. The colonel is growing concerned about some things that have been happening lately and wants a listening post and monitoring station.”

She leaned back in her chair and whistled low. 

“Exactly,” Markus said.

“Sir,” Johnston said, “this sounds suspiciously familiar.”

Markus nodded. “I know. Trust me, the colonel and I had the same thought. We’re confident this isn’t another trap. I spent yesterday afternoon and this morning going over comm intercepts, and I haven’t seen anything suspicious related to our destination.”

“Where are we going, sir?” Christine asked.

Using his pinplants, Markus activated the Tri-V projector in the center of the conference table. A display of the Milky Way galaxy appeared with a small, pulsing, red dot.

“There. A small planet in the Cimaron region of the Peco arm they call, roughly translated, Mollaemia, in the Trua system. We don’t have all the details, but apparently, based on the amount of traffic it’s getting, it’s going to be on a busy trade route, and the Merchant Guild wants to get set up so it doesn’t lose out on anything to the Trade Guild. The ChrSha find themselves...in the way. Their membership in the Galactic Union was just recently approved, so they’re protected, as much as that means. But they want us to ensure they can take care of themselves.” 

The display above the table changed to show a bi-pedal reptile, something like a cross between a bearded dragon and a chameleon.

“Meet the ChrSha.”

Measurement markers on the display showed the ChrSha to be around four feet tall, with a tail nearly as long. The animation showed the ‘beard’ of the creature expanding and retracting, as its colors shifted through what seemed like endless combinations. Its eyes were raised from its skull and animated to show independent motion. 

“Sir?” Johnston asked.

“Go ahead, Irish.”

“It doesn’t look like they’re going to be able to hold our weapons. How are we going to handle that?”

Markus zoomed the display in on one of the ‘hands.’ The creature had very long, spindly fingers, ending in what looked like sharp claws.

“Based on what I’ve been able to find, I think you’ll be surprised. They’re deceptively strong for their size. If nothing else, they’ll be able to manage pistols. If necessary, we’ll put them in touch with a manufacturer that can custom create some small arms for them. We’ll take a wide selection from our arsenal, though I understand they’ve acquired some weapons of their own over time, and they’ve even created a few.”

Johnston raised an eyebrow.

Markus nodded. “There are a lot of unknowns, here, which I don’t like, but it is what it is. Apparently, they’ve been waiting for Union membership for a while, and the Merchant Guild’s decision to set up shop in their system finally made it happen. In a nutshell, there’s a lot we don’t know about them, but that doesn’t change the job. We hold what they’ve got and teach them how to keep it. Questions?”

“So, what all are we takin’?” Hobo asked.

“First, Irish, you need to make a decision. Right now, all we have left is an upsized fire team. Do you want to fill in the squad with new blood? Or run short?”

“Can I get back to you on that, sir? I’d like to discuss it with the squad.”

Markus nodded. “Fair enough. Hobo, you’ll need all the CASPers, munitions, parts, etcetera, for a standard six-month deployment. The contract is actually somewhat flexible. We can be released early, with full pay, if the client feels like they’ve gotten what they need from us. We’ll be taking one of our dropships for use in getting around the planet and the system. I’ve also requested a few radar trucks, anti-air, and so on, for our protection. I’ll have the final loadout list tomorrow or the next day so I can plan.”

“So you can plan the load?” Hobo’s eyebrows shot up.

“Yep. The rest of the base is gearing up for a larger deployment, so I’m handling this one myself.”

Hobo shrugged. “Whatever you say, boss.”

“Any other questions?”

Stephanie raised her hand. “What about Hoplite?”

“Hoplite is on hold, for now.”

She sighed and nodded.

Christine looked confused. “Hoplite?”

“Hoplite was a sensor-heavy CASPer based on the scout design...but better. It did a good job, but we had some energy issues we couldn’t solve, so it’s gone,” Markus answered.

Hobo muttered, “Energy issues my ass.”

Markus sighed. “I know, Hobo, but that’s what we’re calling them for now, until we know more.”

Christine nodded. “I knew you were working on something, but I didn’t know it had a name.”

Markus looked around the room as he waited for more questions, but none came.

“Irish, I’m going to need your answer by the end of the day, so I know whether to request more troopers to fill out the squad. It’s your call.”

Johnston nodded.

Markus stood. “Okay, folks. Dismissed.”

Hobo mumbled on the way out, “Spartan’s Specialists ride again.”

Markus rolled his eyes, followed him out, and headed back to his office to resume preparations.

* * *
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The next week was a flurry of activity for Markus, as he checked and re-checked the loadout to make sure they had everything they would need. In addition to the combat crates, there were several crates of technological equipment and materials he would need to construct a long-term listening post. Irish had decided to keep the squad at its current level, which was a unanimous decision by the squad. They worked well together and didn’t want to introduce an unknown entity so soon before another deployment.

He sat in his office the day before they were scheduled to depart and thought about what Sansar had told him—that her dreams had led to the creation of the Black Death scenario. He shuddered as he thought about it. A horde of Tortantula attacking the Golden Horde’s base...it was unthinkable, but it was well-known that the leaders of the Golden Horde sometimes had dreams that came true. He hoped this wasn’t one of them.

With the assistance of Colonel Enkh and some folks from logistics, Markus had contracted a ride on a transport from Intergalactic Haulers. They had a good reputation, and Markus was glad they had arranged it. They had agreed to the confidentiality and non-disclosure terms and would allocate space specifically for the Horde. Markus was taking everything they’d need for training and simulations on the way, since it would take no less than five jumps to get to their destination. Their estimated arrival at Mollaemia was 45 days, which was a long time to be stuck on a ship. 

He’d put it off until almost the last minute, but there was one more piece of business he needed to attend to. He looked at a holo-projected image on his desk of himself and Sergeant Carrie Baker. They’d started something before the last contract. He’d left her on Kelfor-6 when he was ordered home, and she had to stay on station. They’d expected to meet up again once her contract ended, but things rarely worked as planned in the merc business. Even during the rough times on Kelfor, she’d brought a bit of sanity and calm to a less-than-calm environment. 

He recorded and encrypted a message for her and placed it in the standard outbound message queue. It would be sent out and carried by any ship that passed through the stargate, in accordance with the Information Guild’s policies. Any ship that used the stargate served as a passive mail vehicle, dumping and receiving message traffic with every transit. Eventually, a ship would get to the Kelfor system and dump the message that would then find its way to Carrie.

He took the rest of the afternoon to review the latest intelligence briefs. He’d asked Major Good to have his teams keep a sharp eye out for anything unusual over the past week. There had been more strangely encrypted traffic, and some odd communication patterns, but nothing that referenced his contract, so he left it to Major Good and focused on his own mission.

* * *
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The next morning, the load-up started at first light. They used multiple dropships to move the equipment up to the transport that waited in orbit. Markus checked off each load as it left, and things were going relatively smoothly now that the squad had gotten into a rhythm. Markus sensed someone behind him and turned and found Colonel Enkh heading his way. 

With the noise of the dropships saturating the area, Colonel Enkh opened a communications channel with Markus using her pinplants.

“Everything on schedule, Captain?” Sansar asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Last load should be up in about half an hour, then we’ll be on our way.”

Sansar nodded. “I’m sure you’ve seen the latest intel briefs?”

Markus frowned slightly. “Yes ma’am. You’re right...something’s up.”

“Which makes your mission that much more important. We need as much intelligence as we can pick up. If anything goes through the Merchant Guild, I want to know about it.”

“I’ll take care of it, ma’am.”

“I know you will, Spartan. Stay safe out there.”

She headed off toward her next stop, and Markus turned his attention back to the dropships. He thought again about Sansar’s dream and the Black Death scenario. His thoughts drifted to Hoplite and the lives that were saved thanks to those extra sensors. He hoped he and his team could come up with something on this mission that would save more.

* * *
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Markus, in his CASPer, rode up with the last load and nodded in approval when he saw that his team was almost done securing their gear under the direction of Stone Mountain’s loadmaster. The mechs were secured to hooks on the bulkhead that were built for that purpose. He also noticed a fire team’s worth of other mechs in the bay and nodded in appreciation. He knew Intergalactic Haulers was much more than a transport company. They were the best when it came to emergency extractions of merc companies in trouble. 

He racked his CASPer and waited for the bay door to close and the atmosphere to normalize. Once the levels of breathable air were safe, he opened the canopy and climbed down, while Hobo went over it as he did every time it was started up. Hobo and the rest of the mechanics had taken space suits, knowing they’d have to work without atmosphere for a while. He was approached by the woman who had been directing the stowage of their gear. She removed her helmet as she approached.

“Welcome to Stone Mountain, Captain Nicolos. I’m Sergeant Janis Dean, loadmaster for the ship.” She extended her hand.

Markus shook her hand and nodded. “Thanks very much. Glad we could hitch a ride with you.”

She smiled. “We’re always glad to help out one of the Horsemen. We don’t often get a chance to do that.”

He chuckled and shrugged. It was true; the Four Horsemen tended to take care of themselves and each other. 

“I’ll show you and your team to your quarters. Once we break orbit and get through the gate, Captain Sloan would like for you to join him to go over the details and schedule if that works for you, Captain?”

“That would be great. Thanks, Sergeant.”

He waited while the rest of the gear was fastened down, made easier by the zero gravity in space, then followed her out of the loading bay. Most of his team was accustomed to moving in zero-g, but a few needed some help so they didn’t injure themselves.

“We figured you’d want to be close to your gear...so we have you in the first section here.” She pointed to the farthest door. “That’ll be yours, and the door across from that is a conference room. I’ll let you work the rest out, but this whole section is for your team. Someone will come get you in a few hours.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

She nodded and returned to the hangar bay.

* * * * *
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Transport Ship Stone Mountain


“Okay everyone, stow your gear and be in the conference room in 10.”

The entire group consisted of 24 people, including him. It was likely one of the smallest contract deployments the Golden Horde had ever sent, but it suited the mission. He had worked with First Sergeant Muunokhoi Enkh, usually known as First Sergeant Mun, on the personnel selection for areas he wasn’t familiar with to make sure he chose some of the best independent thinkers they had.

Sergeant Russell finished checking the room and looked over the results on her slate before sitting in her chair and nodding to Markus.

“Room’s clean, sir.”

“Okay folks, settle down.” He waited a moment for the side conversations to die.

“By now, you should have all reviewed the mission brief for this contract. It’s a basic training contract. We’ll train the natives to defend themselves and, possibly, help them set up a few small fortifications. This contract is slightly unusual, in that we have an early-out clause. If the client feels we’ve delivered what we contracted for, they can release us before the end of the six-months. We have standard combat clauses and so forth, though hopefully this will be a nice, quiet contract.”

Hobo grunted. “Now, we’re screwed.”

Markus grinned as those in the room chuckled.

“Okay, okay. All joking aside, I have reason to believe it’s important that we finish this contract and get back to Earth as quickly as possible.”

Those around the room sobered quickly at the seriousness of his tone.

“What’s up, Spartan?” Specialist Volk asked.

He shook his head. “I can’t explain in detail. Let’s just say that Colonel Enkh has a bad feeling, and I think we all know we should pay attention to it.”

Everyone in the room nodded. 

“We have a long way to go until we reach our destination, so let’s use the time well. Irish, work with your squad to come up with a training regime for the clients. I’m going to ask them to bring their personnel from the outposts to our main base setup, and we can train the trainers there. Hopefully, they’ll go for it, so we don’t have to spread out.”

Johnston nodded. “Can do, sir.”

“Steph, I want you to lead the effort to teach them about weapon systems maintenance.”

Volk smiled and nodded. “You got it, Spartan.”

“As for the rest of you, maintain your gear and be available as needed. Christine, you’ll be working with me on our secondary objective.”

Christine nodded as one of the APC drivers got Markus’ attention.

“What’s the secondary objective, sir? I didn’t see anything about it in the contract briefing.”

“Colonel Enkh, as I said, is concerned, so she’s tasked me with setting up a listening post so we can keep an eye on things in the system.”

There were several low whistles, and Markus nodded.

“Typically, you wouldn’t be aware of the secondary objective, but this team is so small, I want everyone in the loop because we may require your assistance. As a reminder, we’re on a non-Horde ship. We’re on a routine defense contract, and you are not to discuss the details of the contract with anyone. Understood?”

He received a round of varied responses, all affirmative.

“Okay. Dismissed.”

* * *
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A few hours later, an announcement came over the ship’s speaker system. “Transition to hyperspace in five minutes.”

Markus felt the all-too-familiar sensation of the transition. He never liked it, but after years of contracts for the Golden Horde, it was just something that came with the job. A few moments later there was a knock on the door.

“Come on in.”

The door opened, revealing a man on the other side hanging onto a handhold outside the doorway. “Captain Nicolos?”

Markus nodded.

“I’m Commander Wilson, the XO of the ship. Captain Sloan sent me to bring you up.”

Markus nodded again and followed.

With the ship not spun on its axis to provide gravity, they didn’t bother with the lifts, and simply used transit tunnels which ran the length and breadth of the ship. It was easier, and sometimes faster, to float along a tunnel rather than wait for a lift. 

Markus mentally noted each turn and matched it against the factory blueprints of the ship he had downloaded to his pinplants. The major infrastructure was there, but there were after-market modifications. After a few minutes, they emerged into one of the main hallways near the exterior of the ship, and Wilson led him into a room much like the conference room he was just in.

Sergeant Dean was there and already seated, as were a few others. The man at the head of the table stood and made his way over as he extended his hand.

“Welcome, Captain Nicolos. I’m Al Sloan, Captain of Stone Mountain.”

“Nice to meet you, Captain. Please, Markus or Spartan is fine.”

“Spartan, eh? Trooper?” Sloan released his hand and indicated a chair at the foot of the table as he floated back and pulled himself into his seat.

Markus nodded as he pulled himself down and buckled the lap belt. “Among other things, yes.”

Sloan grinned. “Golden Horde...you do like your secrets.”

Markus shrugged. “No secrets really. I was a trooper, then I moved to intel, now I’m...something in between.”

“And leading a contract. Colonel Enkh must think highly of you.”

“I get the job done.”

Sloan nodded and introduced the rest of his command team.

“You’ve met Commander Wilson and Sergeant Dean. Lieutenant Nancy Moore is our CASPer commander, and Staff Sergeant Dana Franco is the maintenance chief that keeps them running. Last, but certainly not least, this is Lieutenant Omar Mitchell, my communications officer.”

Markus greeted them. He felt the vibration of maneuvering thrusters through the hull as the ship spun on its lengthwise axis to provide some gravity. 

“I trust your accommodations meet your needs?” Commander Wilson asked.

Markus nodded. “Yes, they’re fine, thanks. I’ve had to bunk down next to my gear in a cargo bay before, so having racks is a luxury.”

Several in the room chuckled and nodded, likely remembering their own experiences.

“I’ve taken the liberty of setting up a comm channel for you so you can receive and send messages without having to go through me or anyone else in the comm section,” Lieutenant Mitchell said.

“Excellent, thank you.”

“Is there anything else you need?” Wilson asked.

Markus shook his head. “We’re pretty self-sufficient. We’ll probably start setting up our sim gear tomorrow. I’ll have Hobo, that’s Sergeant O’Borne, work with you, Sergeant Dean, to make sure we don’t get in your way.”

Lieutenant Moore leaned forward in her chair. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could do some joint training exercises? It would be good for our troopers to work alongside one of the Four Horsemen, even in training.”

Markus rubbed his chin and considered. Exposure to other units wouldn’t be bad, but he’d have to be careful about which scenarios they used. “I’ll talk to Irish—Staff Sergeant Johnston, my CASPer unit leader—about it and see what he thinks, but I won’t rule it out. Could be a good opportunity. Give us a few days to get settled and into a routine.”

Moore nodded and leaned back. “Fair enough.”

Captain Sloan stood up. “I think we’re set for the moment. Let us know if there’s anything else you need.”

The rest of the crew, as well as Markus, stood. “Will do. Thanks for your hospitality, Captain.”

Wilson looked at Markus. “Need a guide back to your space?”

He shook his head. “I’m good. Over the years I’ve learned never to go somewhere I couldn’t get out of.”

Wilson grinned and nodded. “Good enough.”

Markus headed out and returned to the hangar area, this time using a few lifts to traverse the distance since the ship was under spin, and there was some gravity. 

* * *
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Markus entered his room and looked around. Apparently, his team had been busy. Anchored to the wall was the armor piece from Hoplite. They’d shaved it down so it was just the interior panel and mounted it with magnets. He closed the door, pushed off to it, and ran his hand over the names. 

He’d lost troopers on Kelfor-6, and he’d lose more before his time as a merc was over, but he was better prepared for it now. He’d faced down what, to him, was a trooper’s worst fear—being the sole survivor. That thought reminded him of the Black Death scenario. He opened a commlink with Johnston and asked him to come to his room.

Less than a minute later, there was a knock on the door.

“Come on in, Irish.”

Johnston entered and came to the best semblance of attention he could in zero gravity, since he wasn’t wearing magnetic boots. 

“Relax, Irish. I want to talk about training while we’re on the way.”

Johnston nodded. “What do you have in mind?”

“Black Death.”

Johnston winced visibly.

“I know...it’s not the happiest scenario, but I want it run, at least, every other day.”

“You got it, boss. I’ll sprinkle in some good wins for the team as well.”

Markus nodded. He was glad Johnston thought that way. A scenario like Black Death, which resulted in death every single time, could wear down even a seasoned trooper. 

“Also, Lieutenant Moore, the CASPer unit commander for Stone Mountain, would like to run some scenarios with us.”

Johnston nodded slowly. “That could be good. Some of these troopers have never fought alongside anyone that wasn’t a member of the Horde.”

“Yep. And I want to run some of their scenarios too.”

“You know something I don’t?”

“No, but flexibility is what’s going to keep us alive. I want this unit to be able to not only hold onto what they’ve got...but to take more if necessary.”

Johnston inhaled deeply and let the breath out slowly. “Not that I’m questioning your orders, but that’s...not exactly what we do, boss.”

“I know, and you’re perfectly right to question me. It’s just a feeling, and I’ve learned to trust my feelings over the years.”

He let out a snort. “After Kelfor, I’m sure as hell not going to question any feeling you have, sir.”

Markus stared at him.

“Sorry...Spartan.”

“Better. Now, get some rest. I’ll put you in touch with Lieutenant Moore, and you can work out the details of some group scenarios. Remember though...while it’s ok to run scenarios, be careful about our capabilities with the CASPers. I want to trust these folks, but...”

“Trust has to be earned. I’ll brief the team.”

“Thanks, Irish. Now get out of here; I have work to do.”

Johnston grinned and left.

Markus wanted to trust the Intergalactic Haulers’ crew, but while he knew a good bit about the organization, he didn’t know this crew. The Golden Horde’s CASPers were generally faster and more accurate than other mercenary companies’ because of the way they piloted them. Thanks to four pinplants, instead of the normal two, the Horde hooked their ‘plants directly to the mechs and controlled them that way rather than through haptic suits. This allowed them to be faster and more accurate with their weapons than standard mechs and troopers. He wasn’t sure he wanted to show that difference to these folks just yet.

* * *

[image: ]


Captain Sloan leaned back in his office chair and raised an eyebrow at Commander Wilson.

“So, what’s your take on them?” Sloan asked.

Wilson shrugged. “Well, they’re the Golden Horde...so, honestly, what we know is pretty standard. I’ve got basically nothing on this Captain Nicolos.”

“Nothing?”

“We’ve got good files on their primary leadership, but this guy is either new, or he hasn’t run a contract before.”

“He’s not new...I can tell that by how he carries himself. He’s definitely a solid trooper, and based on what Janis told me, his team is squared away. Of course, he’s also intel, so...”

“We’ll find out more after Nancy’s team has run some sims with them.”

“Yeah,” Sloan replied. “I’ll be curious to see if they hold back their capabilities. We know they’re a bit better than other mercs in some areas. An experienced commander would hold that back; a new kid might be tempted to show off.”

Wilson nodded.

“Keep me informed. Some of the recent communications I’ve seen have me a little nervous.”

“You got it.”

* * * * *
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Transport Ship Stone Mountain, in Hyperspace

Hobo and Irish started setting up the sim equipment early the next day, as gauged by the cycle set by the ship which mirrored Earth time. The crates had been stacked so they would be easy to get to, so they had the sims set up and their CASPers wired in about an hour. After that, a simulated emergency signal was sent to all troopers and maintenance personnel, and they ran into the hangar to get ready.

The troopers and mechanics took the mechs through an abbreviated emergency startup checklist and got the CASPers powered up well within the expected time. Irish nodded in approval as he climbed into his mech.

Not even Irish knew which scenario would be queued up. Hobo delivered the mission brief for Black Death. The Black Death scenario, dreaded by every member of the Golden Horde, pitted the troopers against an invasion of countless Tortantula assaulting the Golden Horde’s home base in Uzbekistan, with the goal of making sure all non-combatants made it off-planet.

The team performed admirably and did what they were supposed to do...but the end result was the same as always, everyone died. They managed to get one shuttle of civilians off, which was about as good as anyone had ever done, but it wasn’t good enough.

After the last trooper was marked ‘dead,’ the simulation ended, and the CASPers’ canopies opened. One by one, the troopers climbed down and gathered around Irish, along with the maintenance personnel.

“Okay. Good job on the response. All the mechs were combat ready in good time—nothing at all bad to say about that,” Irish said.

“I know it’s a rough scenario...but the boss wants us to run it, so we’re going to run it. There were a few missteps that opened up lanes which could have been closed and some missed targeting. I know, we’re nitpicking, but that’s what we have to do at this point. How many got off, Hobo?”

“One shuttle made it off-planet before the lines totally collapsed.”

Irish nodded. “Okay, let’s shoot for two next time. We’ll likely be running some of the mundane sims along with the ship’s troopers tomorrow. Remember, our exact capabilities aren’t known, so dial things back a little below full capability.”

Private Stafford grimaced. “That’s going to suck.”

“I know...but that’s the order from Spartan. Today we’ll start developing our training plan for the ChrSha.”

Everyone nodded in understanding. 

“Okay, get some chow and rest. It’s going to be a long trip, and we’re going to be busy.”

* * *
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Markus watched the sim from his quarters and nodded to himself. The team did well, and Irish addressed the weak points. He looked forward to the next run to see how they would improve. 

He pushed across the room to a case and entered the code to open it. Inside were two slates and several data chips containing various operating systems, as well as the base code for the CASPer and the drone software. He pulled out one of the slates and powered it up. It was the new one he’d had made which could not connect to the GalNet. He’d tested it before they left, and it behaved exactly as he wanted it to. To attempt a connection, it had to be wired, and if anyone did try to connect to it, it logged the attempt and refused the connection. As far as the Net was concerned, it didn’t exist.

He slotted the chip with the CASPer software and waited for it to load. He refused to give up on the Hoplite concept, and he fully intended to work on it. He had suspicions about what had happened, but he wasn’t ready to share them with anyone, because, frankly, they were insane.

With the software loaded, he placed the chip back in the case, locked it, and got to work. He had to work manually, hooking the slate to a keyboard, since he didn’t want to hook into it with his ‘plants, but he’d done that plenty of times before he joined the Horde. Within moments, he was lost in the code as his fingers flew across the keyboard.

* * *
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The next morning, the combined forces of Stone Mountain and Golden Horde CASPer troopers were gathered in the hangar. Markus stood back to observe and let them handle things. They had elected to run one of the Intergalactic Haulers’ scenarios. Markus had told Irish to push for that, because he wanted his troopers to be exposed to new combat scenarios. 

Lieutenant Moore briefed the team on their mission.

“We’re approaching planet Figment where a company of CASPers is trapped in a warehouse. There are Besquith approaching from all sides, and there is no escape route. Our mission is to get in and destroy all the attacking forces or carve an escape path for the friendlies. Due to the fluid situation on the ground, we will be inserting via HALD. Questions?”

Irish stepped forward. “I know this isn’t the kind of thing we usually do, but it’s time to learn some new skills. Let the Haulers take the lead. Lieutenant Moore, our squad will follow your orders on this op.”

A brief flash of surprise crossed Moore’s face, but he quickly hid it. “Understood, Irish. Okay, everyone, mount up!”

Markus watched as everyone climbed into their CASPers, buttoned up, and readied for action. He was curious to see how his team would do. The Golden Horde did train for HALD—high altitude, low deployment—drops, but they very rarely had to use them. Since their contracts were usually defensive, they typically landed in calm conditions to set up defenses.

* * *
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The simulation began at the start of the HALD with the CASPers controlling the descent. Moore’s voice came over the company’s communications net.

“Landing positions have been marked and programmed into your systems. Manual adjustment should not be necessary until we’re almost on the ground. Enemy anti-air assets are unknown.”

Irish added, to his own squad only, “Maintain profile and let the computers do the job unless you absolutely have to change profile.”

He noted that they would be coming down in a loose circle, so the potential for crossfire in the middle of the circle was there, but he rode it out and waited.

As soon as they finished the burn through the atmosphere—which was replicated by the software to make the troopers feel the heat—the anti-air fire, mostly railguns, began. Thankfully, he didn’t see any dedicated anti-air missiles. Within seconds, targeting reticules showed up on his command display, indicating where Moore was having individual CASPers target rocket fire to quiet the AA. Other units had been assigned to provide saturating fire for the middle of their landing area.

Irish triggered his rockets at his targets and saw the rest of his squad doing the same. 

“Watch your fire when we land, we don’t want to hit a friendly with crossfire. Close up any gaps to cover losses as necessary,” Moore ordered.

Irish watched his command display as the inevitable happened—CASPers disappeared as they were taken out by ground fire. Unfortunately, losses at this altitude were typically catastrophic. Among the losses were Dunn and Moh from his squad. They’d be annoyed about missing the rest of the mission, as their suits would now be locked.

Everyone hit the ground almost simultaneously, and they opened fire on the Besquith who charged in from all sides. The center area had been completely leveled, and there was no resistance there.

“Wedge formation; let’s make a path!” Moore barked over the comms.

The formation shifted on Moore’s markers. Irish and his squad were at the end of the right flank and met plenty of resistance. In order to reach their assigned positions, they were forced to move at high speed and clear out more Besquith than he could count.

Irish, who was at the tail end of the formation, found himself surrounded on three sides and engaged as quickly as he could. With the laser mounted on his left arm, he fired at one Besquith after another. The MAC on his shoulder spat out rounds at maximum speed as he strafed back and forth across his path to clear his way. As he moved, he found that he had to step on more of the fallen enemy than he could step over which wasn’t great for speed or balance. 

The return fire became thick as the enemy started to recover from the sudden introduction of more CASPers. One shot took out his laser, so with a thought he deployed his laser shield, and charged forward using brute force. He noted that Corporal Essex, Private Stafford, and Corporal Greer had all taken fatal shots and were out of the fight. The only other member of his squad who was still alive was Dusty. 

He closed the distance between them, and they managed to catch up to the rest of the formation. Resistance became lighter as they joined the wedge and just had to pick off anyone rushing at them from the sides or rear.

Dusty’s voice came over their squad comms, “Shit...this is what they do?”

“Stay focused, Dusty.”

“Objective in sight. Jump to the roof on my count, and we’ll drop in,” Moore ordered over the squad net.

Irish saw on his command display that each trooper was assigned a specific point on the roof on which to land. Suddenly, laser fire rose into the air from inside the warehouse, probably on Moore’s orders, to weaken the roof so they could crash through.

“Three, two, one, GO!”

As one, the remaining CASPers jumped and landed on the roof for a moment. As soon as the last mech landed, the roof gave way, and they all fell inside. Most of the troopers used their jumpjets to compensate and landed on their feet. A few of the Haulers overcorrected and fell over. Irish felt sorry for them because they’d likely get a good talking to for that.

The inside of the warehouse was a disaster. Only a squad of the company of mechs they’d come to rescue was still standing, and his training in defensive positions and situations told him this was a loser. They had to get out.

Moore brought everyone onto the command net. “Okay, folks, we’re in bad shape. We’ve got troopers with busted CASPers. They’ll never survive a run for cover without their armor. I’m calling in close air support...so keep your heads down and keep the damn furry bastards out of here.”

Irish and Dusty took up positions near a hole that had been blown in the wall so they could relieve the CASPers that had been there for who knows how long. Irish could see a group of Besquith that looked ready to charge, and he readied a K bomb—a CASPer-sized hand grenade. He saw Dusty do the same. The laser fire from the Besquith picked up and pitted their deployed laser shields. Some of the shots burned through, but not with enough energy to do any damage. 

Dusty threw his bomb through the opening. Irish waited a three count, then threw his in a slightly different direction. Some of the charging Besquith were destroyed in the explosion from one side, then as they started to shift direction, the other bomb went off and ended the charge as quickly as it began. 

Over the communications net, they heard a voice backed by the whining of a ship’s engines. “Coming in hot in five seconds.”

Irish and Dusty had been in situations where close air support had been called in before, so they shifted their positions to brace for concussion waves, but what they expected was not what happened.

Exactly five seconds later, rounds started landing, but they weren’t standard rockets or MAC fire. They were incendiary artillery. Each round hit and exploded in a ball of fire. Irish was glad his mech had air filters, or the smell of burning Besquith would probably have made him sick. The barrage only lasted a few seconds, but he could see from his field display that every side of the warehouse had been hit. A few Besquith inside the ring of fire charged the warehouse but were taken out by the troopers stationed around the perimeter. 

“All aspects clear, prepare for evac,” Moore ordered.

Irish’s first thought was that they needed to retrieve the Golden Horde’s CASPers, lest they fall into enemy hands, but the simulation ended.

* * *
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The troopers gathered once they’d gotten out of their CASPers. Most were stretching, some more than others, especially those whose suits had been locked for most of the engagement.

Moore nodded. “Not bad. Mission was accomplished with minimal losses, though more than I expected.”

The looks on the faces of the Golden Horde troopers indicated they weren’t at all happy with the mission.

Moore looked at Dusty and saw frustration on his face. “What’s on your mind, Dusty?”

“All due respect, ma’am, but why not use the air support before we landed? Could have prevented quite a few casualties.”

“An understandable question. We could have, and in all likelihood, we would have on a real op...but we wanted this scenario to be hard. Call it a maintenance delay.”

Dusty grinned slightly. “At least I got to blow something up.”

Irish and the rest of the Horde troopers laughed. The Haulers shook their heads, but most had grins on their faces. It was just what they needed.

“Thanks for letting us tag along, Lieutenant,” Irish said. “It’s certainly a different view of things than we’re used to.”

“No shit!” Moh added to the amusement of many.

Moore grinned. “Alright everyone. That’s good for today. Dismissed.”

The Haulers crew dispersed, while Irish’s squad circled up with him.

“I know that was frustrating, but it’s a style of combat we haven’t experienced very often—pretty much never—in practice. It’s good to be exposed to it.”

“I don’t get it. We do defensive contracts,” Stafford said.

“You don’t have to get it, Lia, but I think you should,” Markus said. He walked up to address the group. “Everything I’m seeing points to trouble coming, soon. I think by the end of it, we’re going to be doing a lot of things we’re not used to doing, so it’s best we go ahead and get used to them now. Aside from preparing for this contract, get used to the idea that you need to be able to fill any role in a combat engagement.”

Irish nodded. “No problem, Spartan. Right Lia?”

“No problem, sir.”

Markus nodded and left as Irish looked at each member of his squad.

“I know it’s disappointing not to look perfect in front of another company, but we’re doing new things. Take every loss as a learning experience and figure out how to do better next time.”

Everyone nodded.

“Okay, dismissed.”

* * *
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Lieutenant Moore pulled herself into a seat in a conference room and looked at Commander Wilson.

“So, how did they do?” Wilson asked.

“Better than I expected, honestly. Two of them survived, and I put them at the tail end of the flank.”

“Any resistance to following your orders?”

Moore shook her head. “No, in fact, their squad leader made it clear that’s exactly what they would be doing. He’s a hell of a squad leader.”

“Think they were holding back?”

Moore considered for a moment. “Not in their abilities, no. But if the rumors I’ve heard about their CASPers are true, they dialed something back for sure.”

“We expected them to. It’s a smart move on their part. Assume they know way more about us than we know about them.”

“Are we treating them as dangerous, sir?”

Wilson sighed. “No...not exactly. We’ve never worked with them, but let’s just say things are looking bad for the Human race. They’ll be looking at us as closely as we’re looking at them. You can easily tell their commander was, or is, a trooper; but he’s also, from what I’ve heard, a genius when it comes to intel and anything that can be done on a slate.”

“Sir...it’s the Golden Horde! Of course they’ve got intel gurus. Have you seen what they pay them?”

He shook his head. “No, but I assume they pay pretty well since hardly anyone ever leaves the Horde voluntarily.”

“Growing up, I had a friend who was recruited by the Horde to work in intel. I joined the Haulers at about the same time, but we kind of lost touch, since we’re away from Earth so much.”

“Hmm. I think it might be time to re-kindle that friendship, Nancy. If what the captain is reading between the lines is true, we’re going to need all the friends we can get. Plus—and this stays in this room—we haven’t heard from the boss since the last contract he took.”

Her mouth fell open. “Shit...”

He nodded. “Exactly. We’ve got a few days until transition. Why don’t you draft a comm to your friend in the Horde? What’s her name?”

“Christine Russell. I’ve got no idea what rank she’d be by now.”

“Hell, maybe ask Captain Nicolos about her. He’s intel, maybe he knows her.”

She smiled and nodded. “It would be good to know how she’s doing...”

“Alright then. Dismissed.”

* * * * *
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Transport Ship Stone Mountain, in Hyperspace

During the remainder of the first jump in hyperspace, the troopers of the Golden Horde and Intergalactic Haulers ran sims together at least once a day. The Haulers’ crew did pretty well on one of the Horde’s basic defense scenarios, and some friendly competition had started up between them. Markus reviewed the results of the last run and nodded to himself. His troopers were starting to adjust and were doing better in the Haulers’ scenarios. Of course, it also looked like they’d been given a worst-case scenario as the first one. The troopers from both companies now gathered together in the chow hall to swap stories. Markus was glad to see them getting to know each other.

Johnston impressed him. He had pulled in folks from other teams and was using them as guinea pigs for the training regime he and the squad had started to develop. That served two purposes; it let his squad practice, and it kept the personnel who didn’t have mission-specific tasks busy. 

Sergeant Ian Brannan, their lone medical staffer, had started working on a training system to teach the natives how to dress and handle combat injuries, though it was somewhat speculative given there was little information about the ChrSha on the GalNet. There was also the fact that the Golden Horde weren’t exactly focused on other races, since they only accepted Humans and never used technology from other races. Still, the basics would, hopefully, apply. If something was bleeding, cover it. If something was broken, splint it.

As Markus reviewed the reports from each of his team leads, there was a knock on the door.

“Come on in.”

Sergeant Russell opened the door and entered. “Spartan, we should be arriving in Karma within the day. Usually we get all the comms for review...” Her voice trailed off.

He nodded. “I’ve considered that. I’ll talk to Lieutenant Mitchell, their comm officer, and see if we can get copies. I just have to think of a way to explain why we want the entire dump.”

She shrugged. “They have to know we look at everything.”

He considered what she said for a moment, then nodded. “True enough. I mean, we could easily do it without their knowledge, but that wouldn’t be good for business.”

“Okay, let me know. I’m still digging through what we have on the ChrSha, which isn’t much. I’m hoping to get a little more once we connect to the Net in Karma.”

Markus nodded, and she left him to consider his next move. He sighed and decided the direct approach would have to do.

He triggered the comm panel on his desk, and the response was immediate. “Lieutenant Mitchell, Communications, what can I do for you, Captain Nicolos?”
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