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Taylor settled into the command chair of the Earth Mercenary Ship Valiente and glanced back to the tactical station. “Talk to me, Billy. What do we have?”

“Sensors count three Dutya ships on an intercept course,” Billy said, his broad face and square jaw bathed in the glow of his console. 

“Make and model?” Taylor asked. 

“Two laser frigates, Syn class, and one heavy cruiser,” Billy said. “Long range scans indicate stock ordnance across all platforms.” 

Taylor hoped that meant there’d be no surprises. “Time to intercept?”

“Nine minutes at current speed,” Billy said.

Taylor turned to his navigator down front. “How far to the stargate from our current position?”

The navigator ran a series of checks on her console. “Looks like three-point-eight light seconds, give or take.”

“Could the Valiente clear that before those ships arrive if we maxed her out?” Taylor asked. 

The navigator shook her head. “Sorry, Chief, but I wouldn’t recommend it. We’d have to push our engines way past safety regs to make that kind of speed, and even then it’d still be tight.” 

“How tight?” Taylor asked. 

“Under sixty seconds, and that’s being generous.” The navigator swiveled her seat to face her commander. “Best case scenario, we’d risk cracking something under the stress of acceleration. Worst case, we’d compromise her reactor and blow ourselves to hell.”

Taylor wasn’t a fan of either option. Come on, T. Think. He rubbed his forehead as a trio of blips drew closer to their position on the large, three-dimensional Tri-V projection down front. This was supposed to have been a textbook private security job. Pick up the client—in this instance, a Trade Guild arbiter bound for the Galactic Union world of Sakall—then deposit said client at his destination, upon which time Taylor’s company, Swamp Eagle Security, would receive the balance of their contract fee. The whole Sakall voyage was scheduled to take over a month, with four separate jumps through hyperspace, known as transitions. The Valiente had wrapped three of those sans incident. The fourth, it seemed, was destined to be more interesting.

Why can’t these things ever go to fargin plan? Taylor knew the answer to that. He returned his attention to tactical. “Well, crap. We can’t run, but I ain’t exactly in a fightin’ mood today, either.” 

“Glad to hear that,” Billy said. 

“So, we got a third option here or what?” Taylor asked. 

Billy pursed his lips. “Honestly, Chief, I don’t know that we do. The Dutya and the Jivool have been locked in this trade dispute for more than a year, hence the importance of these talks. Don’t get me wrong, there are a lot of folks who want peace to succeed. However, there are just as many who prefer the status quo, and they’ll do anything they can to maintain it.”

“Even attack an Earth ship?” Taylor asked. 

Billy snorted. “Are you kidding? The only species the Dutya hate more than the Jivool is us.” 

“So that’s a yes, then.”

Billy gave a somber nod. 

Wonderful. Taylor toggled up the mirror feature on his console then accessed Billy’s screen. Thankfully, the laser frigates were of the Dutya’s Syn class. That meant they were older and wouldn’t pose much of a threat so long as they were kept at a distance. The cruiser, on the other hand, presented a problem.

“Think these fellas will talk to us?” Taylor asked.

Billy shrugged in his seat. “Worth a shot.”

Taylor glanced across the bridge to his communications officer. “Open a channel, Priority One.”

“You got it, Chief.” The officer buzzed a series of commands into his terminal. “Broadcasting on the emergency frequency...now.” 

“Incomin’ Dutya vessels,” Taylor said. “This is Chief Taylor Van Zant, commander of the EMS Valiente, flagship of the Earth mercenary company, Swamp Eagle Security. Please identify yourselves and state your intentions.”

The Dutya were a rodent-like race whose dialect consisted mostly of chirps, clucks, and hisses. Thus, the ship’s reply came in the form of digitized English, courtesy of the Valiente’s translation matrix.

“This is Dyshone, commander of the Dutya cruiser Setour. There have been reports of pirate activity in these territories. As such, we have come to ensure the arbiter’s safe passage through the region.” 

“Pirates, you say?” Taylor caught a “knock it off” look from Billy for his sarcasm. “Well, that’s real generous of you to hold the arbiter’s wellbeing in such high regard. Tell me, what do these safety precautions of yours entail?”

“My crew has prepared a shuttle,” the Dutya said. “Please allow it to connect with your ship’s docking collar, then place the arbiter aboard. We will take him the remainder of the way.”

Taylor clicked his tongue. “Yeah, that ain’t gonna work for us at all.”

The navigator and the comm officer traded looks. “See, my company has a signed contract for this operation, and that contract clearly stipulates that we don’t get paid unless your arbiter debarks from our ship onto his planet.” Taylor paused. “I like gettin’ paid, Commander, and I’m pretty sure you do, too. Now, if there’s been some sort of mix-up here, you’re welcome to take that up with the Mercenary Guild. Otherwise, I’d kindly ask that y’all stand aside so we can do our jobs.”

The digital voice hissed an angry spat of gibberish that even the computer didn’t recognize. 

“Oh, that doesn’t sound good,” Billy muttered. 

C’mon, pal. You bowed up and showed us all you’ve got danglies. Now it’s time to let cooler heads prevail and move on down the line.

More static crackled the line.

“If you are not prepared to relinquish the arbiter by choice,” the Dutya said, “then we are prepared to take him by force.”

Damnit.

“Enemy weapons are coming online!” Billy announced. 

Taylor made a slashing motion at his throat, and the comm officer killed the channel. “These little fargin jerkwads wanna play, fine. Set Condition Red.”

“Condition Red established.” The overhead alert lighting glared red as the comm officer sprang into action. 

“Tactical,” Taylor continued, “spin up all tubes and particle batteries, then get the anti-missile systems online. I want a firin’ solution on these sombitches as soon as you can get me one.” 

“Yes, sir,” Billy said. 

Taylor sat up in his seat and tightened his belts as all three aggressors loomed larger on the Tri-V. 

“Frigates One and Two are forming up ahead of the cruiser,” Billy said. 

“Range?” Taylor asked. 

“Point-eight light seconds and closing,” Billy said. 

Per Taylor’s recollection of Syn tactics, they typically wouldn’t fire laser batteries until they’d closed to within fifty thousand miles of the target.

“Frigate One is firing!” Billy shouted.

Crap. “Skew turn ten degrees off axis to starboard!” Taylor barked. “Execute!”

The Valiente’s engines groaned in protest under the sudden exertion as the entire bridge pitched to starboard. Seconds later, a mild shudder rattled the deck under Taylor’s boots as laser fire grazed the ship’s exterior.

“Impact to sections four, five, and six of the forward hull,” Billy said. “Reflective armor is holding; damage is minimal.”

Taylor shot a wounded look to tactical. “Anytime you’re ready to play with those buttons of yours, Billy, feel free.”

Billy’s fingers were like lightning at his console. He glanced up and grinned. “Firing solution acquired on Frigate One.” 

“Kick her ass!” Taylor ordered.

A swarm of dots sprayed from the Valiente’s portside missile tubes on the Tri-V, then rushed toward the lead frigate. They struck in seconds, igniting in a massive plume of light against her hull. 

“Contact!” Billy announced. “Frigate One is breaking off!” 

“Yeah, but Frigate Two isn’t,” the navigator said. 

Taylor wasn’t about to get behind the eight ball this time. “Helm, skew turn thirty-two degrees off axis and prepare to open fire on frigate two.” 

“Acknowledged,” the navigator said. 

Another groan roared from the engines as the ship complied with the command. A moment later, another swarm of lights poured from the Valiente’s tubes.

“Frigate is releasing counter measures!” Billy shouted. “Impact in three...two...one.” 

A splash of light engulfed the Tri-V screen. This time, though, it didn’t consume the enemy’s ship, but rather the vacuum in front of it. 

“Any hits?” Taylor asked. 

Billy shook his head. “Minimal. We nicked her, that’s about it.” 

Taylor chewed his lip as Frigate One re-entered the fray. Together they assumed a flanking formation in a clear setup for an attack run. Enough screwin’ around. “Spin up the particle accelerator spinal mount. Let’s end this now.”

“Heads up, Chief!” the navigator shrieked. “Enemy cruiser has closed to weapons range!”

“Billy?” Taylor snapped his head around. 

“Enemy cruiser has a lock!” Billy shouted. “She’s firing!” 

“Helm!” Taylor screamed. “Skew turn forty degrees to—”

“Brace for impact!” 

A massive explosion rocked the hull, sending every member of the Valiente’s bridge crew smashing into their seatbelts. A klaxon sounded throughout the ship.

Son of a...Taylor scrambled to collect his thoughts. “Helm, I want—”

“Laser frigates are flanking us from the other side,” Billy cut in. “They have a lock...firing!” 

Another explosion rocked the ship. This one, however, was followed by another sound, one no commander ever wanted to hear. 

“Fusion reactor breach,” the system said in a voice so calm it was eerie. “Reactor failure in five...four...three...” 

Taylor closed his eyes as chaos reigned supreme and waited for the inevitable...again.

“Session terminated,” the simulator said once the entire Valiente crew had perished. “You may exit when ready.”

Taylor just hung his head. Wait for it.

“So,” Billy’s voice chirped in Taylor’s earpiece. “If you had to guess, what would you say went wrong there?”

Taylor winced. “I got outgunned three to one?”

“That’s part of it,” Billy said. “That’s not all of it, by any stretch, but it’s part of it. Come on down, and we’ll talk about it over some lunch.”

Taylor sighed and removed his helmet, allowing his sandy blonde hair to tumble past his shoulders. Then he removed his gloves and body sensors and dismounted from the training platform, where a Latino sergeant in a black battle dress uniform, or BDUs, emblazoned with the Iron Conquistadors logo handed him a water bottle. 

“Thanks, Dez,” Taylor said. “I owe you one.” 

“Not to worry, Chief Van Zant.” Fernandez pointed to the sweat, pouring in buckets down Taylor’s cheeks. “You want one of my troopers to bring you a towel?”

“Nah, I’ll make do.” Taylor used the sleeve of his flannel overshirt instead. “I’ve always had a nasty tendency to sweat like a whore in church when I’m under stress. I guess the command chair qualifies.”

“Apparently so.” Dez chuckled. 

Taylor pulled his hair into a loose ponytail, then reached back and removed the wireless pinlink that had connected his mind to the simulation via the tiny ports behind his ears. “I swear, Dez,” he said, touching the protrusions with his fingers. “I’ve had these pinplant things almost a year now, and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to them. No Human bein’ oughta have a computer hardwired into his brain this way. It ain’t natural.”

Dez laughed and took back the pinlink. “I hear you, amigo. For what it’s worth, I felt the same way when I first got my pinplants. It’s confusing as hell, having all that data swimming around in your head like that. Still, trust me when I say they’re damn handy in a scuffle.”

Taylor huffed and threw on his overshirt, then fished his keys from his jeans. Could he see where being able to mentally connect to his hardware in a firefight might be useful? Sure. That still didn’t change the fact that the whole process—at least, what little Taylor understood of it—was downright creepy. 

The door across the hangar swung open, causing both men to turn. 

“Captain Dawson.” Fernandez threw up a salute as Taylor’s executive officer walked toward them.

“Dez,” Billy said. 

Dressed in hunter-green BDUs and a snug t-shirt bearing the vibrant eagle, crossed muskets, and fanned palmetto leaf of their company’s logo, Captain William R. Dawson was just north of fourteen years Taylor’s senior, with the rugged features of a corn-fed Nebraskan and the close-cropped haircut of a man whose entire being screamed ex-Navy.

Billy also possessed one of the driest wits Taylor had ever seen. When he relaxes long enough to show it, anyway. 

“Tell your boss we really appreciate his letting us commandeer his training room for a few days,” Billy said. “Be sure to let him know we’ll pay for the time as soon as our next contract rolls in.”

Dez waved off the suggestion. “It’s no bother, I can assure you. The comandante told me as much. He also said to get you whatever you need, and to let you know the Eagles are more than welcome in our house. They always have been.”

Taylor offered his host a grateful smile. In truth, he looked forward to the day when his people could afford a simulator of their own, rather than having to rent one from their neighbors. 

“And how is old Marcus Cortes these days?” Billy asked. 

“You know the comandante.” Dez chuckled. “Ornery as ever and always on the go. Speaking of, he’s off-world right now, which is why he’s not here to greet you in person. He sends his regards, though, and says you should stay to train as long as you need.”

“Nah, that’s okay.” Billy slapped a hand to Taylor’s back. “I think three days is enough for old Captain Starkiller, here. We’ll grab our things and be on our way.”

Once outside the Conquistadors’ training hangar, Taylor and Billy crossed the compound toward their vehicles, the North Florida sun warm on their faces as a mild, salty breeze rolled in from the Atlantic Ocean two blocks away.

“I’m sorry for what happened back there,” Taylor said. “You know, for bombin’ the mission the way I did.”

“Oh, you bombed it all right.” Billy chuckled. “You had one job, and that was to get your crew to the stargate. All you had to do was fend off that cruiser and make a run, but instead, you let yourself be goaded into a conflict with the two smaller ships, and it cost you.”

Taylor sighed, and he slid on his Jacksonville Generals cap, then adjusted the bill.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Billy said. “At this point last year, you were tending bar in Cocktail Junction, not commanding a starship. These things take time, believe me. Don’t rush it.”

“Yeah, well,” Taylor scoffed. “Something tells me ‘master strategist’ ain’t ever gonna be a descriptive on my resume, no matter how much time I practice.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Billy shrugged. “Good strategy doesn’t always have to be complicated. To the contrary, it typically just requires some good old common sense.”

Taylor looked up. 

“Stay cool,” Billy said. “Know your strengths, your weaknesses, your opportunities, and your threats, then leverage that information for best possible success. If you can remember all that, then execute it in combat, you’ll come out ahead more days than not.”

Taylor appreciated the pep talk. All things being equal, though, he still preferred ground-pounding with a rifle in his hands to warming a command chair with his butt out in the cosmos. That reminded him. “Any word from Smitty?” 

“You realize that’s the fifth time this morning you’ve hit me with that question, right?” Billy asked. “It’s not like she can communicate with us from hyperspace.”

“I know.” Taylor grinned. “I also know how much our newest company commander is missed by some of the crew when she’s away.”

Billy answered with a smirk. “No, there’s been no new word from Commander Smith. Per her last check-in, the contract appears solid, as does the client, though I expect she’ll have more to say on the matter when her ship re-enters our system in...” he checked his watch, “about three hours.”

Taylor snapped his fingers. “Speaking of starships, where do we stand on ours?”

Billy frowned and looked away. 

“What?” Taylor asked.

“It’s nothing,” Billy said. 

“Oh, it’s clearly something. I’m pretty sure I know what it is, too, so out with it. That’s an order.”

Billy ran a palm over his dark, burr-cut hair. “Why that one?” 

“Why which one?” 

“All due respect, Chief, I’ve known you since you were a toddler who couldn’t resist taking a dump in the bathtub. Don’t be coy. It’s not your style.”

Taylor figured the man had a point. “All right, fine. I presume the ‘one’ you’re referrin’ to is our brand-new flagship?”

“Ha!” Billy guffawed. “‘Brand-new’ are hardly the words I’d use when describing that bucket. She’s beyond obsolete and a step above scrap on her best day. Hell, I’d feel safer crossing hyperspace in a wheelbarrow than I would in that thing.”

“Easy,” Taylor said. 

“You know what I mean,” Billy said. 

Taylor rolled his eyes. “I get it. The ship’s a fixer upper. Believe me, Keeto hasn’t shut up about all the work she’ll need once she’s ours. Still, it’s the ours part that matter. Ownin’ our own flagship will save us a bundle in subcontracting fees because we’ll no longer have to outsource for transportation to go off-world. That’s huge for us.” 

“I understand that,” Billy said. “But why this ship?”

Taylor veered onto a new sidewalk. “Because this ship—beater though she may be—is all we can afford in cash. Will she ever be the EMS Pegasus? No. But she’ll perform well enough to get us by until we can land some more contracts, amass some more capital, then cash flow an upgrade down the road.”

“Ah, come on, Chief,” Billy said. “It doesn’t have to be that way and you know it. Look around. You’ve got friends in this town, powerful friends, with lots of resources. Friends who would happily float us the credits we need to buy something decent, then we could pay them back with the profits from future jobs.”

“Not happenin’.”

“Why not?” Billy pressed. “Hell, it doesn’t even have to be a nice ship. Just one that, you know, flies.”

Taylor halted and faced his XO. “You of all people oughta know the answer to that.” 

Billy broke off and looked away. 

“My brother financed this entire operation into a mountain of fargin debt because he wanted to be seen as the Deep South’s equivalent to a Horseman. Did he succeed? Yeah, for a while. Then he wasn’t around to pay the bills anymore, and that’s when the creditors came and took a wreckin’ ball to everything he’d built.” Taylor pursed his lips. “Our family lost everything in that mess, Billy. Our money, our pride, even our homes. We’d have stayed chained to that poverty, too, had it not been for the MCA deal.”

“Now there’s an idea.” Billy brightened. “You could ask the MCA folks for more credits. Tell them you need the extra capital to stay competitive in the marketplace. That’d be true, by the way.”

Taylor shook his head. “I sold MCA Creative forty-nine percent of the pie in exchange for what I needed to pay off Terry’s last debts and resurrect the Eagles, clean. I will not jeopardize this company’s future with the same mistakes Terry made, nor will I forfeit my family’s majority stake for more investor cash. I don’t care how many starships it’d buy.” Taylor returned his focus to the XO. “I may have a lot to learn about command, Billy, and I’m glad you’re here to help me with that. But when it comes to runnin’ the books to keep an operation afloat—be that a merc outfit of sixty-one, or a family of four—I know what I’m doin’. I’ve had to for a while now.”

Billy raised his hands. “You’re the Chief. If you wanna buy the beater then buy the beater. You have my word that Keeto and his engineers will make her all she can be.”

“Thanks, brother.” Taylor patted the other’s arm and kept walking. A minute later, the duo stepped out into the parking area where Taylor waved goodbye to the checkpoint guard en route to his Harley Davidson Fat Boy, which slumbered under a palm tree across the lot.

“Hey, guys,” a new voice said. 

Taylor glanced up to see the Eagles’ lead medical officer, Paul Wright, approach from his flyer wearing loose-fit slacks and a casual shirt. 

“How’d it go?” Paul asked. 

“Not bad,” Taylor said. “I made it a whole five minutes this time before I got Cortes’s entire crew blown up.”

Paul opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “Well, that’s...reassuring.”

“What brings you out, Doc?” Billy asked.

Paul adjusted his glasses. “I was on my way over to startown to meet a colleague coming in from Piquaw. That put me in the neighborhood. So, I thought I’d drop by.”

Jacksonville Startown—formerly the areas of Mayport, Neptune, and Atlantic Beach—was the section of Jax that housed the city’s starport. This made it home to tons of businesses, from temporary storage and mechanics to payday lenders and arms merchants, none of which seemed to jive with a socially-challenged geek from Maryland.

Taylor tilted his head.

“Okay, fine,” Paul said. “I met a girl on the GalNet, and we’re having coffee in an hour.” 

“And there’s that other shoe I’ve been missin’.” Taylor snickered.

“Yeah, yeah. Yuck it up.” Paul frowned. “Seriously, though, I did want to catch up with you guys. There’s something brewing back at the Clubhouse, and I thought you’d want to know before you got back.”

Taylor and Billy traded looks. 

“There’s a woman hanging around our facility,” Paul said. “She’s been there all morning.”

Billy scratched his chin. “Can you be a little more specific? Between staff, contractors, spouses, and girlfriends, there are lots of women around our shop.”

“Not like this.” Paul raised a finger. “This one carries press credentials.” 

“Ah, crap,” Taylor grumbled. “Let me guess. She’s about five-foot-two and a hundred ten pounds, with brown hair, tan skin, and a morphogenic tattoo of a bear cub on her right forearm.”

Paul blinked. “How’d you know?”

“Her name is Lisa Kouvaris,” Taylor said. “She’s a beat reporter with the Jacksonville Times Union. She’s been pokin’ around the Clubhouse for a few weeks now.”

“What does she want?” Billy asked. 

“You got me.” Taylor pulled off his cap and tucked it away then retrieved his riding helmet. “All I know is she’s interested in writin’ some sort of story about us.” 

Billy glanced at Paul, then back to his boss. “So, what’s the problem? Good press is good press. You take it where you can and run with it.” 

“That’s always been my thinking,” Paul agreed.

Taylor rocked his bike off its kickstand and climbed on. “Sorry, boys. I’m here to run the business and get us all paid. My job description don’t say nothin’ about interviews.”

“You’re also the new face of Swamp Eagle Security,” Paul added. 

“The doc’s right,” Billy said. “Like it not, you’re the majority owner of one of the most well-known mercenary outfits in the world that doesn’t have a horse in its logo. At least, we used to be. You’ve gotta know a little facetime comes with the territory.” 

“Exactly!” Paul exclaimed. “Come on, Chief. It’s just one interview. Heck, your brother used to thrive in this kind of limelight. It landed him a ton of play, too.” He winked. “Especially with the ladies.”

Taylor sighed. You know, Paul. For a guy with an M.D. plus dual Ph.D.’s in nanotechnology and xenobiology, you really are a fargin dumbass sometimes.

The Atlantic surf crashed in the distance.

“I’ll grab lunch back at the Clubhouse and deal with this reporter,” Billy said, glancing at Taylor while Paul just stood there, looking awkward. “Come in through the back gate when you reach campus. That way she won’t see you if she opts to be a pain and squat out front.” 

“Ayew,” Taylor said. That was Eagles’ slang for Acknowledged and Understood, or AU. 

“Where are you headed?” Paul asked.

Taylor rose on a toe and fired up his bike, sending the vintage Big Twin engine chugging to life. “I’ve got some business of my own to handle in Jax Startown. FYI, that’s probably gonna put me a tad late, so don’t wait up.”

Billy raised an eyebrow. “What sort of business?”

“Nothin’ big,” Taylor said. “It’s just an errand I’ve gotta run.” 

Now Billy really looked suspicious. “Might I inquire as to the nature of that errand?”

“Sorry, Hoss.” Taylor grinned and slid his sunglasses on. “That information is classified.”

* * * * *
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Chapter 2: Beers, Brothers, and Brawls
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“I’ll be damned!” Rex O’Malley bellowed from behind the bar, his New England accent as thick as ever. “The Prodigal Son returns! What’s up, Hillbilly T?”

Taylor strolled in through the ragged wooden door of the Hell House and threw an arm around his former coworker. “You see it, brother. How’s life back here in the service industry?”

“Eh, par for the course, I’d say.” Rex tipped the brim of his Boston Red Sox cap. “We’re all just livin’ the dream and killin’ time until the next high-rolling customer rides in with a hard thirst for Jax’s finest brew and a fat account for tipping.” 

Taylor chuckled, remembering his friend’s plight. The Hell House was one of the few watering holes left on the startown strip—Cocktail Junction, as it was called—that still employed flesh-and-blood bartenders. Everyone else had gone automated to cut costs. Couple that with the place’s dumpy roadhouse charm, affordable prices, and old-world style, and the Hell House had always been a haven for those craving a touch of nostalgia with their booze.

“Speaking of brews.” Rex aimed a thumb at Taps’ Row. “What can I getcha?”

“Gimme my standard,” Taylor said. 

“Good grief, Hillbilly.” Rex cringed. “You do realize you ain’t broke no more, right? You don’t have to drink like it.”

Taylor grabbed a stool and sat down. “A man’s brand is his brand, bud. You know that. Those things typically don’t change once they’re set, money or no money. Besides, Long Branch Light is a local brew, and we natives like to support our own.”

Rex shook his head and pulled a frozen mug from the cooler. “All the quality beer we got in this place, and my boy still drinks like a backwoods farmhand fresh off a tobacco crop. Go friggin’ figure.”

Taylor laughed. Meanwhile, the digital pop of faux-vinyl crackled from the jukebox, then rolled into the opening guitar riff of Learning to Fly from Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers.

Somebody’s got good taste. Taylor searched the room for the song’s player. There were two older men shooting billiards in the corner, while a trio of other folks had ensconced themselves in a booth toward the back.

“Here ya go.” Rex salted a bar napkin, then set Taylor’s mug down. “One ice-cold glass of Jax-brewed piss water, made to order, just for you.”

Taylor saluted with his glass. “So, down to business. Were you able to get it or what?”

Rex looked wounded. “That’s harsh, man. Seriously, when have I ever not come through for you on these kinds of things?”

Taylor answered that with a smirk.

“Fine.” Rex reached under the bar and came back with a lone object. Small, rectangular, and solid to the touch, the plastic case glistened under the bar lights in its original factory-sealed shrink wrap.

Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about. Taylor cradled the old-timey cassette in his fingers. “I honestly didn’t think I’d ever get my hands on this. Do you know how rare it is to find one of these in this condition?”

“Very, if the price you paid my starport guy is any indication,” Rex said. “Don’t expect any change back, either. It took your whole wad and my finest negotiating skills to get him to part with that.”

Taylor didn’t care. He sat there, staring in wonder at the plastic case with four men in western-style clothes on the cover. “My dad was huge into the oldies when we were kids, so stuff like this played in our house all the time. I’ll tell you right now, Rex. For all the music America put out in the late-twentieth century—especially country music—nobody did it better than these guys. They called them The Highwaymen.” He looked up. “This right here is what you call timeless, my friend.”

“I know,” Rex said. “I’ve been forced to endure their twangy charms on more than one occasion by a certain former coworker of mine. Only back then, we listened to it via the Net. You know, that magical place in the sky where all music lives forever in a crisp, clean digital format?”

“Ain’t the same as hearin’ it on the original medium.” Taylor brandished his cassette. “Back in 1985, that was this.”

Rex waved off his friend while the latter tucked away his prize. 

“So,” Taylor said. “Outside of work and antique music devices, what else is new?”

“Eh, same old.” Rex shrugged. “Sky’s blue. Water’s wet. My Sox promise to suck again this season. Pretty much just the usual.”

“Move the club to North Florida, and maybe one day you’ll sniff a pennant again.”

Rex fished a dirty sponge from the bar’s sink and smacked his guest in the face with it. 

“Dude!” Taylor protested through the stench.

“Maybe next time you’ll think twice before you blow that kind of trash out of your word hole,” Rex said. “The Sox are of Boston, by Boston, and will always reside in Boston, period. Nothing’s gonna change that, either. Not some slick arms billionaire with a shiny new stadium, or even a cockamamie tax law that lets us pillage the league’s free agents. We stand by our team, just like they stand by us.”

Taylor rolled his eyes. “If you wanna die on Purist’s Hill, then be my guest. But remember this.” He pointed to his Jax Generals hat. “Eight World Series titles in two and a half decades say the Rays were smart to leave Tampa.”

Rex flipped him the bird. “What’s up lately in merc land?”

“Ah, not much.” Taylor sipped his Long Branch Light. “We just wrapped our fourth contract since re-openin’ shop, and I’ve got one of my company commanders runnin’ down number five as we speak.”

“Can I ask what kinda contracts we’re talkin’ about?”

“Mostly low-risk, small-time stuff,” Taylor said. “Executive security, private escorts. That sort of thing.”

Rex heaved a sigh. “Man oh man, how the mighty have fallen. I can remember a time when Swamp Eagle Security got the crème de la crème of jobs around this town. Garrison, training, high-end cadre, you name it.”

Taylor’s gaze met the bar top.

“I mean, your friggin’ brother, man!” Rex continued. “Now there was a cat who knew how to make an entrance. I kid you not. Terry Van Zant would strut in here like the cock of the walk after a gig, then cover every tab in the house for grins, giggles, and gonads, plus a forty percent gratuity right off the top for the staff—busboys included! People loved that guy! Seriously, T, he was like a...” Rex trailed off, doubtless at the sight of Taylor’s cap pulled low over his eyes. “Ah shit, Taylor, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t sweat it.” Taylor raised a palm. “Trust me, I’m used to it. Comp me next round, and we’ll call it square.” 

A shade of color returned to Rex’s cheeks. “I’ll do you one better. How about I throw in a burger, too, seein’ as how that so-called beer of yours costs less than the pop in my soda gun?”

Taylor nodded his thanks then watched his friend vanish into the kitchen with the burger order.

You’d forgotten how much you missed this place, huh? Glancing around the room, it dawned on Taylor just how true that was. Life back then had seemed so much simpler. For one, there’d been no combat, not that the Eagles had seen much of that recently. There’d also been no real responsibilities to mind—no checks to write, no meetings to attend, no decisions to make that, under the right circumstances, could determine whether people lived or died under Taylor’s command.

On a personal note, there’d also been no legacy here. On the contrary, Taylor’s time at the Hell House had marked perhaps the only point of his twenty-three-year-old life when the name Van Zant hadn’t followed him around like a specter. Here, he was just Hillbilly T, the long-haired hippie bartender from Riverside with a love of cheap domestic booze, Major League Baseball, and fishing.

If only Shands Hospital took pickle jar tips for nanite treatments. Taylor checked his watch. He needed another beer, badly.

“Hey, Donnie, look who it is,” a voice said. 

Ah, crap. Taylor turned to see three men enter the bar. The first was a tall fellow, wearing dirty jeans and a plum-colored work shirt that reminded Taylor of that goofy dinosaur from his nephew’s favorite cartoon. The second man sported heavy coveralls with a nasty skid mark down the front. The third wore a rumpled mechanic’s shirt and a snaggletooth grin, which he aimed at Taylor.

Roughnecks from the starport. 

“If it ain’t the boy wonder himself,” Snaggletooth said. “Tell me, Chief, what brings you back down here to fraternize with us mere mortals?”

Taylor presented his mug. “Good drinks and good company, mostly.”

Snaggletooth traded sour looks with Skidmark. 

“Is that right?” the latter said. 

“Yep,” Taylor said. 

Snaggletooth folded his arms. “Well then. Seein’ as how you’re feelin’ so communal today, how’s about you buy me and my boys here a few rounds?”

Taylor rubbed his forehead as a waitress wearing denim shorts and a tank top emerged from the kitchen.

“Whoa, wait a second.” She halted at once, eyes wide. “Y’all boys can’t just come in here and—”

“Shut it, Peaches.” Snaggletooth cut her off. “This don’t concern you. It’s just a friendly conversation between me and Wonder Boy.”

The trio took a step forward, and Taylor briefly considered pulling the sidearm concealed under his flannel. Not yet.

“Sure don’t look friendly to me,” a throaty voice said from the corner.

All eyes shifted to the two men shooting billiards as they paused their game and approached the bar, still holding their cues. 

“What do ya say, Stan?” the voice’s owner asked. He was a short man with a silver beard and leathered skin, wearing denim overalls and a straw cowboy hat. “This here encounter look even remotely friendly to you?”

The second man—a tall gent with grizzled features, wearing a brown duster and matching fedora—shook his head. “No, Jack, it most certainly does not. To the contrary, I’d dare say these men mean to do this youngster harm if left to their devices.”

“This don’t concern you, old timers.” Snaggletooth grunted.

“That there’d be true,” Jack said. “Even still, I must confess. I abhor with every fiber of my bein’ an unfair fight. And three against one?” He clicked his tongue. “Well, that strikes me as all sorts of unfair.”

Stan tapped his shoulder with the end of his pool cue. “Yep.”

Taylor took a final pull of his beer, exhaled, and climbed off his stool. “Listen, fellas. How about we all just take a minute and—”

“Look out!” the waitress shrieked. 

A glass bottle whizzed past Taylor’s ear and shattered against the bar with a crash. 

“Let’s dance!” Jack launched forward as if shot from a cannon and drilled the dinosaur with a hard right. The big man hit the floor, wailing, amid a geyser of nose blood. 

“Don’t mind if I do!” Stan whooped, slamming a cross to Skidmark’s jaw. 

That left Taylor alone with Snaggletooth. Great. 

The greasy mechanic charged in, swinging wildly and chasing any strike he could get. Most of his blows caught air as Taylor dodged aside. One, however, made contact, sending a white-hot jolt of pain tearing through Taylor’s ribcage. 

Okay, so maybe you ain’t a total flunky after all. Taylor staggered back to regroup. He then lunged in for an offensive run of his own, baiting Snaggletooth with a series of jabs and body shots, only to set the man up for a full-force uppercut to the jaw. 

The mechanic howled and fell back, clutching his face as a steady stream of red poured from his lip. “You’ll pay for that, you little shit.” 

“Stand and deliver, Hoss,” Taylor said.

This time when Snaggletooth stormed in, Taylor had a plan. He juked left, then right, then left again. Then, seeing the mechanic’s fist sail past his head, Taylor seized on the opening and caught the man’s wrist in a joint lock. 

Snaggletooth jerked and snatched, but it was no use. He’d been had, and the panicked look in his eye said he knew it.

His dominance firmly established, Taylor flexed the mechanic’s arm until he felt a pop, eliciting a scream. He then pinned Snaggletooth’s wrist to his back, spun him forward, and face-planted the roughneck into the bar top.

Thwack! Snaggletooth fell to the floor, joining the other roughnecks.

“Woo, Nelly! That was fun!” Jack hollered. “What do ya say, boys? Was it good for you?”

The men on the floor had no answer save for a faint set of groans. 

“Stan, I don’t think they heard me.” Jack retrieved his beer for a quick swig then landed a boot-first mule-kick to the side of Skidmark’s head. “Now listen outta your good ear!”

Taylor could’ve sworn he’d heard that line before. 

“I do not,” Jack said. “Repeat, do not ever wanna see you ugly sons of bitches in here again. We savvy? Now pick your sorry fargin asses up off that floor and get.” He feigned another kick. “I said get!” 

The roughnecks stumbled to their feet, grumbling all the way, and departed the premises sans any further objections. 

“Holy crap.” Rex exited the kitchen and glanced at Taylor. “I leave you alone to watch my bar for five minutes, and this is the reward I get?”

Taylor shrugged. 

“You gentlemen all right?” Rex asked the old men.

“Eh, that depends.” Jack brushed a speck of lint from his overalls. “I personally like to do my fightin’ first thing in the mornin’, given the chance. You know, when I’m fresh. Alas, a wise Englishman once said, we can’t always get what we want. But, sometimes we get what we need.”

“And you needed a bar fight?” the waitress asked, incredulous. 

Jack tipped up his cowboy hat, blue eyes twinkling at the girl thirty years his junior. “Exercise is a vital part of a man’s daily regimen, ma’am. It helps keep him spry, alert, and virile.”

The waitress blushed.

“Thank you, fellas.” Taylor offered the strangers a hand. 

“Pardon, son, but you, uh...” Stan touched a finger to his own cheek. 

“Oh, right.” Taylor reached up and plucked a glass shard from his face, courtesy of Snaggletooth’s smashed beer bottle. “Not to worry. I got nanites in my bloodstream that’ll patch that up in a jiffy.” 

“Ah,” Stan said. “Good deal, then.”

Taylor lobbed the bloody shard into the trash can behind the bar and blotted his face with a napkin. “Like I was sayin’, I really appreciate you fellas jumpin’ in like that. It was damn neighborly of you.”

Jack waved off the comment. “No worries, son. To be honest, it’s been a bit too long since we’ve been in a scuffle, so we’re obliged for the refresher.” 

Taylor cocked his head. “Why do I sense that ‘a bit too long’ ain’t exactly that long?”

Jack flashed a smile.

“Who are you guys, anyway?” Rex asked.

“The name’s Bowyer,” Jack said, “Jack Bowyer, from Stillwater, Oklahoma. This here’s my partner, Jedidiah Stan.”

Taylor wrinkled his nose, recognizing the names but not quite able to place them. Then he caught sight of the U.S. Special Forces tattoo on the underside of Jack’s forearm. “Wait, are you...Blackjack Bowyer and Mississippi Stan?”

Stan tipped his fedora. “At your service.” 

Taylor’s jaw would’ve hit the floor had it not been hinged to his face. 

“Look, Stan. He’s heard of us,” Jack quipped. 

“You guys rode with Asbaran Solutions twenty years ago on the Medford contract,” Taylor said. “My brother used to tell stories about the two of you. He said you once took on a full horde of Oogar with nothin’ but a burned-out Mk 5 CASPer and a chem pistol with three magazines. He said you had no support.”

Stan made a face. “It was more like a company of Oogar with a Mk 4 and five mags. Still, the no support part is true.”

“What brings you to Jacksonville?” Taylor asked. 

“A little of this and that,” Jack said. “Mostly we just come lookin’ for a new adventure.” 

“And jobs,” Stan added. “Jobs are good, too.”

“Several of our old merc buddies have long since migrated down here to North Florida on account of the taxes,” Jack said. “They say the work is good, and the pay is even better. So, given that we’ve been off-world a while, we figured it was time to come back south and give the old Liberty State a whirl.”

Taylor fished his Generals hat from the ground and dusted it against his jeans. “Well, gentlemen, you’ve come to the right place. My name’s Taylor, Taylor Van Zant.” 

This time it was Jack’s turn to look surprised. 

“I’ll be damned.” Stan chuckled. “How did I not pick up on that?” 

“Ain’t that the truth,” Jack agreed. “Now that you mention it, son, you even look like Terry.” He pointed to Taylor’s ponytail. “Except for the hippie hair. That’s new.”

“I get that a lot.” Taylor grabbed a fresh napkin from the bar and jotted down the Eagles’ contact info. “You say you’re here to find work? Well, I can make that happen. Give this number a ring anytime and ask for Captain Billy Dawson. He’s my XO. He’ll handle all the arrangements from there.”

Jack studied the napkin, then extended a hand. “Well, all right then, Mr. Van Zant. I reckon we’ll be in touch. How’s tomorrow sound?”

“Fine by me.” Taylor jumped slightly when the name Ron Carnegie began flashing in his lower-right field of vision. What the hell? Then he remembered. Damn pinplants. “Listen, fellas. Speakin’ of calls, I got one here I have to take. If you’ll excuse me?” 

Jack shoed him off with a hand. “Go, do your thing.”

Once outside of the bar for privacy, Taylor cut right into the nearest alley and keyed the accept call option via thought command. “Hey Ron,” he said aloud. “What’s goin’ on?”

“I could ask you the same question,” Ron aid. “What in the blue blazes are you thinking, kid?” 

Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Come again?”

“Rumor has it you’re about to spend a boatload of your company’s hard-earned credits for a piece-of-crap frigate that hasn’t been good since the Jaguars left town for London.”

Taylor muttered a curse in his mind. “Did Billy put you up to this?”

“No, he did not,” Ron said. “This call is all me.” 

“This call got a point or did you just wake up this mornin’ in a mood to bust my chops over business?”

“A little of both, actually,” Ron said. “I’m calling to save your butt from making this horrible decision, and to give you an alternative.”

Taylor wrinkled his nose. “What kind of alternative?” 

“Not over comms,” Ron said. “Come out to my place, and I’ll show you.” 

* * * * *
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Chapter 3: Echoes of the Past
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His call with Ron concluded, Taylor ducked back into the Hell House long enough to power down his burger and say goodbye to Rex. After that, he boarded his Harley and headed out for the Steeldriver Defense Group main campus, located forty miles southwest in the old Orange Park. 

The route Taylor chose out of startown was the same one he always took, straight down 295 South. Granted, there were better, shorter ways to reach the Steeldriver’s campus. However, this one netted Taylor a solid fifteen extra minutes of road time, plus a pristine view of his hometown’s skyline. 

Taylor had been lucky. He’d grown up at a time when Jacksonville had ranked among the top cities in America for places to live. Prior to his generation, that hadn’t always been the case.

Toward the end of the twenty-first century, after decades of political feuding with the so-called “Panhandle Rednecks” up north, the citizens of Florida’s southern half had petitioned the U.S. government for the right to independent statehood. The request was granted, and in 2085 the American flag saw a fifty-second star added to its pattern. 

Naturally, most of Florida’s powerhouse tourism drivers—Disney, the cruise industry, and so forth—had supported the move, as had many others who’d fled south to join them in the new South Florida capital of Orlando. This left North Florida, and cities like Jax, with nothing on which to hang their commercial hats. Soon, empty shopping parks, rotting factories, and decimated property values were commonplace from Daytona Beach to the Alabama line. By 2096, everyone including the state’s lawmakers knew something had to change. 

In a stunning break from tradition, the North Florida Congress passed sweeping legislation that scrapped the state’s tax code and replaced it with a one percent consumption tax on goods and services. In effect, this took North Florida from being among the nation’s elite taxers to rivaling Texas as the cheapest place in the country to do business.

The response was instantaneous. Almost overnight, companies from across the American landscape flocked to cities like Pensacola, Tallahassee, and Gainesville to seize on the new incentives. Every industry was represented, from tech brands like Mozilla and EXT to automotive companies like Ford and Sierra Motors.

Still, no trade was more represented in the new North Florida than the mercenary field, an industry which by then had become the backbone of the global economy. Now, whereas a Galactic Union contract worth eighty million credits would’ve netted an outfit forty million post-tax in New York, that figure ballooned to sixty million in North Florida. Pair that with the abundance of land cities like Jax offered on the cheap, and while the South Florida economy languished under bloated deficits, North Florida’s economy was vibrant and alive—flush with billions in mercenary cash.

Spotting the exit for Tebow Drive, Taylor hooked right off the interstate and headed north up Coughlin Avenue until the expansive compound that was the Steeldriver’s main campus crested the horizon. The place was impressive, especially considering that the man who’d built it had scarcely owned two nickels to rub together when he’d arrived in Jax thirty years ago from Pittsburgh. Ron Carnegie was nothing if not hardworking, and over time he’d grown Steeldriver from a three-person outfit working training and support contracts to one of the largest merc firms in the southeast, employing more than six hundred people. 

Taylor hoped to one day return his own company to that kind of status. In their prime, the Eagles had employed almost twice that amount.

Easing up to the chain-link entrance, Taylor signaled to the checkpoint guard that he was there to see the owner. Once inside, Taylor taxied his Harley up the path to the main administrative complex, then turned right toward the airfield per his host’s instructions. 

As promised, Ron was waiting outside a hangar cluster when Taylor entered the parking lot. A thin man of smallish stature, Carnegie had just turned sixty-two, and he had short, silver hair, a matching mustache, and prominent lines across his sun-bronzed features. He was also, as many noted, one of the more eccentric dressers in Duval County. That was evidenced by the day’s wardrobe of knee-length Bermuda shorts, flip flops, and a camo-patterned Hawaiian shirt.

Now there’s one snowbird who embraced his new environment. 

“Hail to the Chief!” Ron grinned and adjusted his sunglasses as Taylor parked his bike. 

“Hey, old man,” the latter answered. Once he’d dismounted, the two men shared a hug then stood outside a massive hangar, talking. 

“How’s the retired life these days?” Taylor asked.

“Meh.” Ron raised a shoulder. “I fish a lot, play a lot of golf, hang out with my grandkids. That sort of stuff.”

“Sounds like Heaven,” Taylor said. 

“Oh, it is,” Ron said seriously. “I’d be lying, though, if I said I didn’t miss the action some days.”

Ron had retired from active merc field duty a few years earlier to stay closer to family. While he remained heavily involved in Steeldriver’s day-to-day operations, most of the company’s dealings off-world were now conducted by Ron’s XO. 

“How are things across the tracks?” Ron asked.

“Not bad,” Taylor said. “We just wrapped an executive security contract over in the Jesc Arm that paid fairly well. I’ve got Smitty on her way back now from Karma with something new.”

Ron stabbed a finger into his guest’s chest. “I could kick your ass for poaching that girl out from under me. She was one of my best.”

“Hey, don’t get testy with me, old man,” Taylor defended. “Smitty saw a chance to jump ship and move straight to senior command on my staff. It ain’t my fault she wanted to advance her career.”

“Please,” Ron scoffed. “As if career advancement was the real reason she left.” 

“It’s the only one on record I know of,” Taylor said slyly. 

“Uh huh.” Ron seemed less than convinced. “How’s the family?”

Taylor smirked and slid on his Generals cap. “They’re good, all things considered. Rita just wrapped her third semester of medical school at Georgia and is well on her way to an M.D.” 

“Bright girl, your sister,” Ron said. 

“Yes, she is,” Taylor said proudly. “Given the choice, I still wish she’d gone to Florida State and stuck close to home. But that’s just me bein’ selfish.” 

“And a Seminoles fan,” Ron shot back. 

“True story,” Taylor said. 

Ron pocketed his hands. “How’s Jolene?”

“Believe it or not, Jo’s fantastic,” Taylor said of his other sister. “She’s been clean almost eight months now. She’s got a job. She’s steady in rehab. Hell, she’s even talkin’ about goin’ back to school for a social work degree so she can help other—”
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