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Mom—thanks for starting me off on a diet of Asimov, Niven, and Heinlein. I hope you’d add this book to your collection.

Mark and Chris—thanks for letting me play in your sandbox.

Four Horseman Fans—thanks for making this universe go from a collection of books to a phenomenon. Your enthusiasm and support are inspiring and humbling.

Valhalla Awaits!

* * * * *
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Prologue
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Paso-Juarez, Earth—12 years ago

The setting sun threw long shadows across the parking lot as the quartet of motorcycles crunched across the gravel parking lot, trailing a cloud of dust. Unlike the rumbling petrol burners of old, these bikes glided along, accompanied by an electric whine. The lead cycle was a muscular black and chrome Harley as opposed to the sleeker machines trailing it.

The burly rider matched his motorcycle. His bulging arms were bare, save for a tribal tattoo encircling his right arm. The back of his black leather vest bore the crest of Bjorn’s Berserkers, a rampant bear and the slogan “Valhalla Awaits.” He brought the bike to a halt and swung off the machine while bringing down the kickstand.

“Really, Trip? Should I go ahead and call the bondsman to get you out of jail?” the second rider asked. Compared to the lead rider’s two-meter tall, 150-kilo frame, Bill Hawkins appeared of modest build in his jacket, also emblazoned with the Berserkers’ logo. “I thought we were going to celebrate your promotion, not get in a rumble and tear up this bar again.”

Bjorn Tovesson III pulled off his helmet and shook out his mane of unruly hair. “Bill, you act like every time I come here we get in a fight. It’s been four months since we’ve been in a brawl here.”

“Only because the locals have learned to recognize your hairy ass,” Bill remarked, stowing his own helmet. The other two riders, also from the Berserkers, did the same. “We could have gone into Las Cruces.”

“Those wannabe-hipsters get their knickers in a twist when mercs roll into town,” Bjorn rumbled. He ran a hand over his beard, the bushy growth held in check by two braids. “They forget mercenaries are the ones who pay for their fucking government subsidies. I can respect someone being pissy because I slugged them in a brawl. I won’t abide lazy shits giving me the stink-eye because they think mercs are evil while they cash their government guaranteed income cards.”

“LT, you’re not going to talk Big Man out of it,” Sergeant Roger Hubbard said. The bald man grinned, his smile brilliant against his dark skin. “He has a soft spot for the señoritas and their caliente accents.”

“Not to mention the cerveza,” Sergeant Antonio Salvio added. Of the four men, he was the smallest at a mere 185 centimeters and 100 kilos. The bigger men were CASPer operators, muscling the powered battle armor into combat. Salvio, on the other hand, drove an armored rumbler, a six-wheeled military vehicle. “Those bars in Las Cruces are all on the retro beer kick. Everything is pale ale this and hoppier than that.”

“I don’t want my beer to smell like a dirty hippie,” Bjorn agreed as they strode toward the entrance. The sign over the wide wooden steps read “El Diablo Borracho” with a cartoonish hologram of a red devil chugging a beer. Bjorn pushed the door open and stepped into a wall of noise. The air was little cooler inside than outside and reeked of beer, smoke, and spicy food. “The Mead Hall on base is fine if I want to toss back a beer, but it lacks ambience.”

Bill Hawkins shook his head as he followed. The patrons closest to the door took notice of the mercs’ arrival. Bill heard a few mutter “El Oso”—The Bear—to their fellows.

“Yeah, I can smell the ambience,” Hubbard remarked as he crossed the threshold. “Stinks like the cab of your rumbler, Salvi.”

“At least it doesn’t reek like the inside of your CASPer,” Salvio retorted. “Hey, Captain, you’re buying the first round, right?”

“Yup, as soon as we grab a table,” Bjorn called over the din of people and music. Weaving through the crowd, he spotted a freshly abandoned table and led the way. Easing his bulk into a wooden chair, he waited for the others to take their seats before hitting the call beacon. A shaft of blue light illuminated the haze and cast a bright circle on the ceiling overhead. “Another advantage of this place—I don’t have to listen to the old-timers mutter I got promoted because my father runs the firm.”

“You didn’t get it the first time you applied,” Bill said. Normally soft-spoken, Hawkins had to raise his voice to be speak over the crowd. “You father told you that you weren’t ready yet to run a company.”

“He was probably right,” Bjorn admitted. “Don’t tell him I said so.”

A harried waitress emerged from the crowd. Bjorn recognized Maria. She was cute but also very taken. “You’re not going to wreck the place again, are you?” she asked in English. “I was here all night cleaning up last time you trashed the joint.”

“I’ll try to behave, Maria,” Bjorn replied, a grin lifting the corners of his beard. “We’re here to celebrate, not pick a fight. I finally made captain, and my buddy Bill made lieutenant. Bring us a couple pitchers of Tecate and a round of tequila, por favor.”

Bjorn pretended not to notice as Maria reached over the table and clicked off the call beacon. She already had enough chollos and autotruck handlers hitting on her, not to mention her boyfriend would rightfully be pissed. While Bjorn liked to throw down, he didn’t want to be the asshole in the equation.

As soon as Maria departed, a busboy took her place and hurriedly cleared the table. A few minutes later she returned with their drinks, along with a salt shaker and a pile of lime wedges. “Try not to get too feisty,” she said. “You want anything to eat?”

“Do I look like I pass up food?” Bjorn joked, and thumped his meaty chest. “You guys want some tacos dorados? Yeah? How about a basket of beef and a basket of chicken, please?”

“Sure thing,” the waitress replied and disappeared back into the crowd.

A peal of laughter from the next table caught Bjorn’s attention. Six young women were crowded around the table while a lone man stood on the other side. They were too well dressed to be chollitas, gang-bangers, and not young enough to be coeds from El Paso University playing tourist. They appeared to be closer to his age.

Bjorn leaned toward the woman closest to him. “You ladies having a bachelorette party?” he asked in Spanish.

The woman gave him an irritated glance, then her eyes went wide. She elbowed the woman sitting next to her, then replied in accented English, “No, we are celebrating graduating from nursing school.” She gave Bjorn a smile. “None of us are getting married.”

“The night’s still young,” Bjorn replied. Bill sighed, Roger chuckled, and Antonio muttered something under his breath. “We’re celebrating as well. My buddy and I were both promoted in our mercenary company. Why don’t we pull our tables together and have a joint celebration?”

“Well...” She glanced to her friends. After a couple of nods and no objections, she shrugged and said, “Why not? I’m Julia.”

Bjorn shook the proffered hand. “I’m Bjorn.” As introductions were made around both tables, Bjorn moved his chair aside, then caught hold of Julia’s chair and pulled it alongside his, with her still in it.

“Excuse me, I was talking to these ladies,” said the forgotten man standing next to the women’s table protested. He was older, maybe mid-thirties. If his eyes were lasers, they would have burned a hole through Bjorn. He wore a tailored suit and was too well-groomed to fit in with the Diablo’s usual clientele. Bjorn couldn’t see his feet, but he suspected he was wearing fancy leather shoes, maybe ostrich skin or gator hide.

Bjorn dragged the table away from the man. “Nothing says you can’t keep talking, but I’m not buying your drinks.” Bjorn clicked on the call light. “You ladies on the other hand, your drinks are on me. Let’s celebrate!”

As the tables broke into a chorus of cheers, the man stalked off. Bjorn quickly forgot about him as another round of drinks were ordered and toasts were made.

* * *
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Pablo Vargas chuckled as the man rejoined him. “Cristobal, I see you met El Oso. I don’t know why you went trolling for chicas when I brought along plenty.” Vargas swept his hand across the private alcove. There were half a dozen beautiful women in short, tight, colorful dresses—obviously professional entertainment or chollitas hoping to upgrade from local gangs to the cartels.

“I do not need to have women provided for me,” Cristobal Sanchez protested, shrugging a woman’s hand off his shoulder. “In Coahuila, we would not put up with those gringo mercenaries.”

The Cartel-State of Coahuila encompassed what had been the Mexican states of Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and Tamaulipas. Cristobal wasn’t from the ruling family, but he was well-placed in the organization. His family had made a fortune leasing land to the Monterrey starport. Rich and connected, in Coahuila he might as well be royalty.

“Do not be so dour,” Vargas chided. Cristobal assumed Vargas chose this establishment for their meeting as an insult. Vargas was Cristobal’s counterpart in the Cartel-State of Sonora-Chihuahua. Their Cartel-States were licking their chops at the imminent collapse of Durango, a third Cartel-State. The gran jefes of both sides hoped to avoid conflict, which could draw the meddling of the General Assembly. “We have booze, we have beautiful women, and we have a lot to talk about. You are not the first man to back down from El Oso.”

“I did not back down from the gringo rube.” Cristobal spat the last word. Glowering in the general direction of the celebrating tables, he drained his beer. One of the women, clad in a skintight silver dress, replaced the empty beer. Cristobal did not spare her a glance. “We are here to talk business, let us talk business.”

Fortunately for Cristobal, the Coahuila Cartel had pre-negotiated most of the logistics. In exchange for a large slice of Durango, the Coahuila Cartel would also support Sonora-Chi’s absorption of Sinaloa. Despite the alcove being separated from the main floor, he could still hear the huge gringo’s roaring laugh as though the man were mocking him.

“Are we in agreement?” Vargas asked after an hour of droning on about border adjustments, distribution networks, and local government tithes to the respective cartels.

“What? Yes, of course.” Cristobal handed off yet another empty beer bottle. “Let us sign.” He pulled out his stylus and reached for the slate containing the results of their negotiations. He didn’t even glance at the maps or documents as he signed.

“Splendid.” Vargas picked up the slate and added his own signature. “If you are uncomfortable, my friend, we can move our celebration to the penthouse suite at the Hyatt Consulado. I know you are used to less...earthy establishments, and you will be safe from El Oso.”

“I am not afraid of some gringo mercenary,” Cristobal spat. “If we were in Coahuila, I would make him grovel.”

Vargas picked up the slate and handed it to an assistant. “Do not let me stop you. We are allies; if you need to put El Oso in his place, feel free. Treat this as you would at home.”

“Señor, do not be hasty,” Cristobal’s assistant cautioned, pulling himself away from an imported blonde. “This mercenary is not worth the trouble.”

Cristobal patted his jacket under his left arm. “It will be no trouble, Miguel.” He gestured for his guards to follow him as he descended the steps from the VIP alcove and wove his way across the floor.

Cristobal heard the roaring laugh again as the crowd parted before him.

* * *

[image: ]


Julia sat in Bjorn’s lap, tickling his chin under his beard. It was almost time to see if he could seal the deal and offer her a ride back to her apartment, which was only a mile away. The fact that she’d pointed out how close she lived had given Bjorn confidence. Everyone seemed to be having a good time; even Bill had loosened up. Tequila and a woman’s interest could have that effect.

Bjorn looked up and spotted the suit as he emerged from the crowd trailed by a couple of goons. He gave a quick peek at the shoes—snakeskin; he was close. Loki damn it all, he shouldn’t have waited to finish his beer; he should have split with Julia as soon as she mentioned her apartment.

“I’m still not buying your drinks,” Bjorn quipped, sliding Julia off his lap.

“What you’ll be doing is apologizing,” the man said, pulling back his jacket enough to reveal a holstered 9mm pistol.

Bjorn flipped open his vest to reveal his 12mm Heckler and Glock. As a teenager, he’d used the massive handgun to scramble the brains of the Kodiak bear that had shredded his left arm. “Fuck you, mine is bigger.” Bjorn let his vest fall back over the holstered weapon and stood. The tribal-style morphogenic tattoos on his right arm flowed into a bear rising on its hind legs.

“I’ve fought alien monsters that would haunt your nightmares and make you piss the bed, so I’m not afraid of a fancy suit with a gun,” Bjorn rumbled. The crowd around them retreated, giving them space. “I’m having a really good night, so I’m going to give you a chance to walk away. Pull the gun, and you’ll regret it. Your choice.”

Bjorn had to admit, the man was fast, as he stepped in to shield those behind him. The suit brought the pistol up, and Bjorn grabbed the end of it with his left hand. The encounter with the Kodiak had destroyed Bjorn’s left arm; since then, he sported a cybernetic replacement. While living skin covered the artificial limb, it was far stronger than his flesh and blood arm.

The man pulled the trigger, but nothing happened; the slide was out of battery and wouldn’t budge. His mechanical hand still clamped over the gun, Bjorn tore it from his opponent’s grasp, dislocating the man’s trigger finger in the process. Bjorn’s right fist connected with Snake-Shoe’s cheek, sending him stumbling into his bodyguards.

In a split-second, Bjorn had ejected the magazine and cleared the round in the chamber. He tossed aside the empty weapon as Snake-Shoes came back for more, flipping out a magnetic knife. His buddies fanned out and reached for their jackets.

“Bill, if those assholes pull guns, shoot them,” Bjorn yelled. Snake-Shoes kept his arm cocked, ready to strike like a coiled snake rather than waving the blade around, as Bjorn stepped in. The knife shot forward; if Bjorn hadn’t been faster, the blade would have punctured his abdomen. His opponent must have known a heart-stab would be as likely to glance off his ribs as strike true. A belly shot would put Bjorn on the defensive; it was a sound tactic. It didn’t matter. Bjorn’s left hand clamped on the man’s wrist.

Bjorn saw stars and coughed air from his lungs as Snake-Shoes kicked him in the nuts. Bjorn twisted enough to deflect part of the impact, but it still hurt like hell. The two goons charged in, so Bjorn shoved Snake-Shoes into the one on the left hard enough to bowl them both over.

“Shouldn’t you help him?” Julia asked Bill.

“Against three guys? Not unless they pull guns,” Bill replied.

The goon on the right launched a tae kwon do kick-punch combo. Bjorn blocked the kick, but the punch caught him in the ribs. Bjorn slammed the man in the chest with the palm of his left hand. Right-goon flailed his arms as he sprawled into the crowd. Left-goon returned with a savage kick aimed for Bjorn’s head. Bjorn caught the man’s ankle with his right hand, the impact sending a jolt through his arm. Bjorn slammed his cybernetic hand down on the man’s knee. Bone and cartilage crunched, and the man screamed in pain. He collapsed to the floor as Bjorn released his grip.

Snake-Shoes lashed out with his knife. Bjorn twisted aside, but the razor-sharp blade still split open the leather on his vest, revealing the ballistic mesh underneath. Bjorn pistoned his left fist out, smashing it into Snake-Shoes face, and blood burst from his crushed nose. He fell back, and his skull smacked against the floor.

Right-goon extricated himself from the crowd, but spotted Snake-Shoes crumpled on the floor.

“Better take care of your buddies,” Bjorn said, picking up his mug from the table and draining it. “I have better things to do than whip your ass, so don’t make me.”

Right-goon held up his hands, then knelt next to Snake-Shoes.

Bjorn turned to Julia and took her hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s take a ride.”

* * *

[image: ]


Vargas watched El Oso leave with a woman trailing behind him. He sent a couple of his men to help Cristobal and his guards extricate themselves.

This had turned better than he expected. Vargas hadn’t needed the chollo gang to create an incident with Cristobal after all.

A first response team waited outside the bar with an ambulance, not that it would do Cristobal any good. The first responder team was in Vargas’ pocket as well. Cristobal would not reach a hospital alive.

The fact that he could pin it on an American mercenary was icing on the cake.

* * *
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Torrean, Coahulia

Rodrigo Sanchez knocked at the door to his uncle’s study and entered when beckoned. His sister, Elena, was already seated in one of the high-backed leather chairs facing the antique desk. Rodrigo moved to the other chair.

“I have bad news, I’m afraid,” Tio Ronaldo announced. “Your brother Cristobal is dead.”

Rodrigo clutched the arms of his chair in surprise. “What? Did the Sonoro-Chi cartel double-cross us?”

Ronaldo shook his head. “Sadly, no. From what our own people have said, Cristobal got into a fight with a mercenary, and the merc killed him.”

“Have the Sonoros killed the merc?” Rodrigo asked. “Can they send him to us, so we can get our justice?”

“The mercenary has not been arrested,” Ronaldo said. “By all accounts, Cristobal initiated the fight and pulled a gun, then a knife. The mercenary killed him bare-handed in self-defense.”

“Since when do laws or right and wrong matter to the Sonoros?” Elena scoffed. “They should arrest this merc and hand him over.”

“It’s not so simple,” Ronaldo said. “Cartel-State militias are no match for mercenaries. Cristobal’s killer is the son of a large mercenary firm, Bjorn’s Berserkers. There is no way they’d sit for him being incarcerated.”

“Cowards,” Rodrigo sneered.

“It is a fact of life, nephew.” Ronaldo shrugged helplessly. “The only thing that can stand up to a mercenary outfit is another mercenary outfit.”

Then that is what I need, Rodrigo thought. I will build a mercenary organization, and one day I will wipe out these Berserkers and kill the man who murdered my brother.

* * * * *
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Chapter 1
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QlunSha Colony, Tua’Qlu

Dirt and debris kicked up as the QlunSha transport descended on thundering thrusters. Private David Chang was grateful he was in his Combat Assault System, Personal, battle armor. More commonly known as a CASPer, the powered suit protected him from the flying detritus thrown up by the spaceship’s wash. Unprotected workers on the QlunSha ground crew scrambled for cover.

The private opened a channel on the tactical network. “Chang to command. Are we expecting a meat-wagon? I thought the Qlunies were still chewing on the last load of lepudonts?”

The QlunSha were not a fighting race, despite their appearance. They lacked heads, and their faces were set between their broad shoulders, composed of two beady eyes and a large mouth full of triangular teeth. Their long muscular arms almost reached the ground and ended in clawed hands. A crest of horns topped their torsos and a thick mane of hair ran down their back.

QlunSha were carnivorous and liked their meat fresh. Regular shipments of lepudonts, rabbit-analogs the size of a large goat, arrived at the mining outpost to be slaughtered and roasted. Chang had tried the meat and found it tasted like goat. It was better than freeze-dried rations...if you could stomach eating with the Qlunies.

“This shipment is two days early, Private, but the QlunSha have cleared the ship.” Sergeant Wei replied over the comms. 

Chang shrugged. “Acknowledged.” So far, the garrison contract was routine but very lucrative for a small company like the Jade Dragons. They only had twenty-four CASPer troopers and kept six on duty at all times to protect the mining outpost. So far, their employers’ fears concerning a rival hiring a MinSha raiding party had proven unfounded. That was fine with Chang. As nice as the combat bonus was, not getting shot up by giant bugs was better.

The cargo ramp peeled away from the hull, dropping to the fused concrete tarmac. Before the ramp was halfway down, CASPers spilled from the ship, opening fire on anything resembling a target, which Chang quickly realized included his CASPer. Magnetic accelerator cannon rounds tore into his armor’s left leg as he maneuvered the bulky suit toward cover.

The Dragons’ tactical channel erupted in panic. Indicators for all comm channels lit up in his helmet’s display. CASPers meant humans. Why were human mercenaries here? Human commanders didn’t knowingly take contracts against other human units. Aliens quickly learned tricking humans into fighting each other produced unreliable results. A larger unit might accept surrender from a smaller unit, possibly even partially compensating them for the forfeiture. Merc commanders might dissect their contracts to reach a compromise, which let both parties save face and fulfill partial conditions. One legend had a pair of evenly matched merc companies settled their conflict with a drinking match between the commanders.

His commander’s voice sounded over the comms and from speakers. “Assaulting force, this is Colonel Ping Cho of the Jade Dragons. I demand to speak to your commander!”

Chang watched as a trio of attacking CASPers lumbered into view. They were the new Mk 8s, smaller and much faster than the private’s hulking Mk 6. All the enemy armor was black, save for designation numbers and the unit insignia on each shoulder. The logo was a stylized jaguar head set against a black circle surrounded by a yellow ring. Chang recognized it—El Espejo Obscuro.

El Espejo Obscuro was a mercenary outfit from what had been northern Mexico, before the country collapsed into a collection of feudal states ruled by drug lords. After human mercenaries started winning more than losing, one of those drug lords invested heavily to start up a mercenary company. The Espejos developed a reputation for taking the types of jobs other human merc companies were squeamish to take, but Chang had never heard of them hitting other human units.

The comm channel crackled again. “Colonel Cho, this is Commander Rodrigo Sanchez. Your men are woefully outgunned and we will slaughter them before they can get into their CASPers. I demand your unconditional surrender.”

The left-hand soldier of the trio had spotted him. Chang held his breath as he cursed the Mk 8’s 360-degree camera array. He checked his status display. It showed his left leg was compromised, with damage to multiple servos, freezing his suit’s left foot. A few inches higher and his flesh and blood foot would have been blown off.

Chang brought his laser to bear as the three turned toward him, their MAC rifles drawing a bead on him. Like the armor, the rifles appeared state-of-art.

“Commander Sanchez, we surrender,” the colonel announced. “I will not throw my men’s lives away.”

Chang let out a sigh and lowered his laser. He could have probably taken out one of the enemies, but the other two would have perforated him. The din of battle quickly faded as both sides stopped firing.

“Very good, Colonel Cho. I hope you understand why we can’t leave any witnesses.”

The colonel’s protests were drowned out as a hailstorm of hyper-velocity MAC rounds punched through Chang’s suit. He felt something warm flowing down his body as his helmet displays went dark, followed by the rest of the world.

* * *
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Commander Sanchez watched his men methodically wipe out both the Jade Dragons and the QlunSha. The pretense of accepting the surrender had delayed the Dragons long enough for an Espejo CASPer squad to reach the cradled off-duty battle armor. Nineteen Mk 6 CASPers sat idle, and the squad the Dragons had on guard were quickly wiped out. The defenders inflicted so little damage Commander Sanchez expected his patron to try to weasel out of paying the combat bonus.

The notion rankled Sanchez, stealing some of the pleasure from their easy victory. He had to remind himself he was playing a long game. Let the weasel clutch a few more credits for now. Once everything fell into place, Sanchez stood to become the wealthiest mercenary on Earth.

“Not day-dreaming, are you, brother?” his sister Elena teased over their private channel. The ramp vibrated as her CASPer strode up to stand next to him. “I know this is an easy job, but you never know when one of these vatos might grow a pair.”

“Unlikely, and if they did have cojones, I know I can count on you to cut them off,” Rodrigo countered. Elena was his second-in-command. Where Rodrigo considered himself ruthless, Elena was outright vicious.

“You say the sweetest things, big brother.” They kept such banter private. Elena was always coldly professional in front of the troops. The soldiers referred to her as La Doncella de Hierro, the Iron Maiden...but only out of her earshot. The jet-black prosthetic eye that replaced one lost to a Jeha blade only added to her fearsome demeanor. Elena knew about the moniker and was proud of it.

“I am trying to figure out how our employer will short change us on bonuses,” Rodrigo stated. Only six CASPers had taken any damage, and of those, only one trooper was injured. “This mission was too easy.”

“There’s always salvage,” Elena remarked. “If our employer doesn’t offer enough, we could sell them at Bartertown, Earth, or New Mecca.”

“New Mecca? Asbaran Solutions is in no position to buy our salvage,” Rodrigo countered. Asbaran was one of the fabled Four Horsemen, the prima donnas of the human mercenary industry. Even though Asbaran Solutions and Cartwright’s Cavaliers had both fallen on hard times, their names were still highly respected in merc circles.

“There are many smaller groups with money and anger to spare,” Elena said.

An explosion erupted from across the outpost as a hydrogen cell plant went up in flames. Elena’s CASPer shifted until she ascertained there was no threat. “There are many with deep pockets on New Mecca, eager to carry on their jihad against the MinSha.”

During first contact, a radical Islamist terrorist had killed the alien ambassador in a suicide bomb attack. The aliens responded by having MinSha mercenaries reduce most of Iran to glass and rubble. Over 80 million Muslims died in the retributive strikes.

His sister was an expert on anger, Rodrigo thought. “A good point,” he admitted. The fanatics at New Mecca would be eager for the hardware, even if it was two generations out of date. “Have the CASPers scrubbed and loaded. As for the rest of the potential salvage, confer with Aldo.”

Elena snorted over the comm channel, as though Rodrigo didn’t already know she loathed Aldo Mercado. Aldo was Rodrigo’s oldest friend, going back to their shared childhood in the barrio, as well as Rodrigo’s aide. Elena and Aldo were his right and left hands—Elena led the soldiers into battle, and Aldo made sure the credits and ammunition flowed.

Aldo’s icon winked onto the private channel. “Make sure Elena doesn’t let her troops blow up the salvage,” he said, as though he didn’t realize Elena was on the channel. Rodrigo shook his head. His two captains were a bottle of tequila away from a night of angry sex—assuming Elena didn’t kill Aldo first.

“My soldiers know their orders,” Elena responded coolly. “I’ll worry about my soldiers, and you keep pinching your pesos.”

“What have I said about this bickering during an operation?” Rodrigo snapped. While their verbal sparring could be amusing in a cantina, it had no place in the field.

“As you say,” Elena relented.

“My apologies, Commander,” Aldo replied.

“Good. What is the status of the jamming?” Their employer had provided the Espejo with state-of-the-art jamming gear to make sure word of their attack did not make it off-world. In Rodrigo’s experience, state-of-art often meant not all the bugs were worked out.

“The jamming satellite and drone network worked as advertised,” Aldo reported. “No signals made it to orbit. The Cochkala transport we spotted left orbit before our forces landed. Assuming they are carrying the last data packets from the world, it will be that much longer before anyone suspects something is amiss.”

“Excellent.”

Rodrigo checked the stack of timers on the right side of his display, focusing on the next stargate window. Having a stargate activated off-window was expensive and would cut deeply into the profits of this mission. “You have eight hours for salvage and scrub operations. Elimination of witnesses trumps loot. Find me something big and explosive. A small fusion detonation would do wonders to cover our tracks.”

“Si,” Elena acknowledged, and her CASPer lumbered down the ramp. Rodrigo knew she was already giving orders to her sergeants. Throughout the mining outpost, they would be eradicating stragglers and gathering any useful gear, with a bit of trophy-taking on the side.

“Rodrigo, where did you come up with a QlunSha transport?” Aldo asked.

“My Uncle Pedro deals in spaceships, and he isn’t picky about who he deals with,” Rodrigo replied. “His motto is se habla alien.”

* * * * *
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Chapter 2
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Paso-Juarez, Earth

The border between Texas and Chihuahua was a formality in the metropolis formed by the fusion of El Paso and Ciudad Juarez. The combined cities boasted a population of four million, two-thirds of which lived on the southern side of the border where housing was cheap enough to risk the higher crime rate. Nortinos, those who lived north of the muddy trickle known as the Rio Grande, regularly ventured south in search of inexpensive goods and cheap entertainment.

El Diablo Borracho provided both. There were no cervezas artesanales, artisanal beers, on tap. The Diablo offered the two most popular Mexican lagers, a light variant of one, and a lime pilsner. Likewise, the liquor shelf boasted no boutique labels. The booze was for drinking, not posturing. The pool tables were one Earth dollar per game and worked most of the time. The cage dancers were rarely visibly pregnant.

The clientele was split between chollos from the local barrios, truck handlers from the nearby depots, and turistas nortinos. The latter were often from one of the colleges in old El Paso, students on mom’s and dad’s dime seeking thrills. The smarter ones didn’t carry cash; the less intelligent ones occasionally learned an expensive lesson.

Tamara Reeves watched her girlfriend lean over the pool table to line up a shot. She especially appreciated the khaki shorts and long socks popular with college girls. “Sweetie, as much as I dig the whole coed vibe you’re rocking, don’t you think you’re laying it on a little thick with the whole bar bait thing?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Charlotte Wicza replied with mock innocence. She completed her ensemble with a University of Texas T-shirt, and her long chestnut hair was tied back in a ponytail. She could easily blend in with undergrad students five years her junior. “If we wanted to go off-base, it was here or Las Cruces, and the bars there have been taken over by people with expensive tastes and pretentious fashion.”

The balls clicked as Charlotte’s shot caromed off the bumper. With a sigh, she stepped back from the table. Picking up her beer from the sideboard, she took a drink as Hcuff’t approached the table for his turn. The H’rang, a bipedal felinoid alien, surveyed the layout of the pool balls.

“Maybe we should have invited Padre Jim?” Priya Surjit suggested. All four of them were members of Bjorn’s Berserkers, a mercenary company based on what had once been the White Sands Missile Range, a dozen miles to the north. “He’s been in his office for the last two weeks, except Sunday services and meetings.”

“I think someone is sweet on Padre Jim,” Charlotte teased with a rare smile. “However, our chaplain already thinks I’m a basket case. If we do get in a scrap here, it would cement his opinion.”

“I thought you were buds with Padre Jim,” Tamara said. The tall, dark-skinned woman put her arm around Charlotte. “Especially after you saved his bacon on Tervezet—twice!”

“I wouldn’t say we’re pals,” Charlotte replied. “I find him a rare example of a decent man, and he genuinely cares about people. I usually don’t mind our counselling sessions, but don’t tell Commander Tovesson I said so.”

Tamara laughed. “Your secret is safe with me, Sweetie. Now, I am curious about Priya having a thing for our man-of-the-cloth.”

Priya turned away, blushing. “It’s not a big deal. It’s not as though his sect requires celibacy or anything.”

“Your human mating rituals are confusing,” Hcuff’t remarked between shots. “Eight ball, corner pocket.”

“I can’t argue with you there,” Charlotte said. “Wait—eight ball?”

“Yes, I cleared the remaining balls with solid coloration,” the felinoid replied. “I am now declaring the pocket I will shoot the eight ball into to win the game.”

“You mean where you’ll try to...” Tamara began, her voice trailing off as the eight-ball thumped into the designated pocket. “I’m glad we didn’t play for money.”

“I like this game,” Hcuff’t stated, returning his pool cue to the rack. “The minute variations in the table surface make the objective challenging.”

“Challenging?” Priya laughed. “You cleared five shots while we were blathering away.”

The H’rang picked up his beer. It turned out the alien enjoyed the lime pilsner with a dash of salt. “Is that not the objective?”

“It is,” Tamara admitted. “We’re surprised you did it so quickly. I bet you’d make one hell of a sniper or gunner.”

Hcuff’t shuddered. “Violence is abhorrent. I fix and pass out guns; I do not shoot them.”

A middle-aged man approached them and drawled, “Looks like you wrapped up your game.” His clothing marked him a drover, one of the drivers who handled autonomous trucks in the depots where freight was loaded and unloaded. He cast a suspicious glance at Hcuff’t before settling his gaze on Charlotte. “I see you have a stack of undies”—the Earth dollar coins—“I was hoping my friend and I could join you.”

“We’re having a night out,” Tamara said, before Charlotte could provoke them.

“Come on, we’ll buy the drinks,” the man offered. “I’m Emil, my friend is Mitch. The chollos are hogging the rest of the tables, and I bet you’d be better company.”

“There’s a whole table of drovers,” Charlotte remarked, nodding to where half a dozen men pretended not to pay attention to Emil and Mitch. “Why don’t you play with them?”

“Because we’ve spent the past ten days working with them; and you’re a damned sight cuter,” Emil countered. Tobacco, a contraband product for the last half century, stained his grin. “We’ll even buy drinks for your kitty-cat. Does he want some milk?”

“H’rang are lactose intolerant after weaning,” Hcuff’t stated. He held up his glass. “The lime pilsner is acceptable.”

“How about that, the alien likes the beer.” Emil said, thumping Mitch on the chest. He turned back to Charlotte. “How about it, sweetheart?”

Charlotte shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

“Here we go,” Tamara muttered under her breath.

“Mitch, go grab a waitress and get us all a round,” Emil said. High-end bars and restaurants employed live servers instead of robots for the personal service machines couldn’t provide. Low-end establishments used live servers because robots were an expensive investment. Emil smiled at Charlotte and added, “Get shots of tequila for everyone while you’re at it.”

Mitch tore his gaze from Tamara. “Why do I have to buy? This was your idea.”

“I’ll get the next round,” Emil shot back. “I’m going to show the little lady how to properly rack the balls.”

“Is that so?” Charlotte asked sweetly.

“Oh yeah.” Emil picked up the top coin from the stack and dropped it in the slot. The billiard balls in the table clattered down the chute. He dropped the triangular rack on the table and held eye contact with Charlotte as he loaded the balls. “The trick is keeping them good and tight.”

Priya covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. “Oh brother,” she whispered. “This is not going to end well.”

“This is a human mating ritual, yes?” Hcuff’t murmured.

“Mmmhmm,” Priya affirmed, watching as Emil leered at Charlotte, leaning over the table to adjust the rack.

“Why does not Whisky inform the male of her gender preference?” Hcuff’t asked. “Even I can see he wishes to mount her.”

“Oh, she’ll tell him eventually, and I suspect he won’t take it well,” Priya replied.

The H’rang shifted nervously on his stool. “Violence is imminent, yes?” 

“Yes,” Priya agreed. “Imminent.”

* * *
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A pile of empty plastic shot glasses and empty beer bottles littered the sideboard. After the first round, Hcuff’t passed on any more tequila. Charlotte downed her shot from the second and third round to Emil’s enthusiastic encouragement. Priya dumped her shots after the first; no one noticed.

The table of drovers were paying rapt attention to the proceedings, almost as intently as Emil watched Charlotte’s ass every time she leaned forward for a shot. While Mitch was obviously attracted to Tamara, he eventually got the message she wasn’t interested and settled for stealing occasional glances.

Play slowed down at the adjacent tables as the locals took greater interest in the unfolding drama. Several of them recognized Charlotte and Tamara. They knew Wicza was no coed who had strayed across the river.

The tipping point arrived when Charlotte leaned over the table for an awkward shot, made more difficult by her short stature. Emil stepped up close behind her and leaned forward, pressing her against the table.

“The secret to this kind of shot is a smooth stroke,” Emil slurred.

“If you don’t back off, the balls I’ll be splitting won’t be the seven and nine,” Charlotte warned as she nudged him with her elbow, forcing him to stagger back a step.

“Come on, sweetheart, don’t play hard to get,” Emil protested. He reached forward and grabbed a handful of her ass. “You came down here for a thrill. Let me take you back to my bunk, and I’ll fuck you like those college boys won’t.”

Charlotte reached back and snagged Emil’s hand, her thumb finding a pressure point as she twisted. Emil yelped and pulled his hand back.

“What the hell?” Emil flexed his hand and wiggled the fingers. “You think you’re too good for a working man, you stuck up little bitch?”

“You know what, Emil? For a minute, I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt that you weren’t a total douchebag,” Charlotte stated. She picked up the pool cue, twirled it, and tucked it under her arm. “Sure, you were feeding me drinks and staring at my ass while making crude innuendos, but I was willing to let it slide. I’m sure the routine got you some play when you had all your hair and all your teeth. When you grind up against me and grab my ass, its game on.”

Emil flushed red as he glared at Charlotte. “What’s your malfunction, you crazy bitch?” The drover table erupted into laughter, further infuriating him.

“I don’t have a malfunction,” Charlotte said. “I don’t like men, least of all skeevy jerks who think they’ll get laid by feeding college girls tequila and lame pickup lines.”

“Imminent?” Hcuff’t whispered.

Priya nodded. “Yup.”

Emil launched the backhand without warning. At a hand under two meters, he had reach and mass on Charlotte. The blow never connected; she easily blocked the swing.

“Thank you, Emil,” Charlotte said with a smile as she twirled the pool cue. “Tonight wasn’t a waste.” She broke the stick over the drover’s head. 

* * *
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Bjorn Tovesson III slowed the black and chrome motorcycle in front of the bar. A handful of tourists from north of the river spilled out of El Diablo Borracho, along with twice as many locals. With a sigh, he brought the bike to a halt and killed the engine. He strode to the entrance as the departing crowd instinctively parted for him. The bouncers at the door eyed him as he approached but made no move to stop him.

Inside the bar was pandemonium. The brawl took up half the floor, and spectators lined the walls. It was as if someone rang a bell and every rivalry among the patrons erupted into a fistfight. Gringos versus latinos, local gang factions versus their rivals, it didn’t matter. Bjorn’s gaze swept the room, going from fight to fight until he spotted his people. He waded into the swirling chaos.

Some of the chollos, spotting his two-meter, 150-kilogram frame, cried, “El Oso!” One brawler stepped up behind him with a raised chair but froze when he recognized the unit logo on the back of Bjorn’s leather vest. “Mierda, El Oso!”

Bjorn had been here enough times that the regulars recognized him. A young turk stumbled from a cluster of fighting chollos. Shaking his head, the man spotted Bjorn and took a swing. Bjorn casually swept the sloppy punch aside and grabbed the chollo by the collar of his jacket.

“You must be new here,” Bjorn said before tossing the man back into his original brawl. Bjorn continued toward his target, the melee toward the back of the billiards tables. He was able to spot Tamara from across the room. If she was in a fight, it meant Charlotte had started it.

Bjorn scooped up a billiard ball from the first table he passed.

He noted they weren’t brawling the locals, for a change. The chollos had finally figured out messing with mercenaries was a losing proposition, even ones who could pass for someone’s little sister out for a night on the town.

Charlotte was squared off against two drovers. While they were scrappers, they weren’t professional warriors. Bjorn knew Wicza could take them both, but he was out of patience. He passed the billiard ball to his left hand.

Bjorn wound up and pitched the pool ball. Even out of practice, he could manage a 130 mile per hour fastball. The ball struck the drover in the chest, and he collapsed. Wicza grabbed the lanky, greasy hair of her last opponent and slammed him headfirst into the table. She spun to see who had intervened in her fight, her eyes blazing.

“Oh, hi, Commander.” Charlotte gave an innocent smile. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“Gods damn it, Whisky,” Bjorn grumbled and crossed his arms. Groaning or unconscious drovers were scattered around the young sergeant as though a bomb had gone off. “Reeves, are you done messing around?”

The dark-skinned woman sent her opponent staggering back with a palm strike to his chin. The man collided with a vape-fluid vending machine. “I’m done when he is,” Tamara replied.

The man spit out blood and snarled, “Oh, I’m just getting started with you...” His voice trailed off when he spotted Bjorn. “Oh, shit.”

The tribal markings tattooed on Bjorn’s right arm swirled into the image of a rousing bear. “Normally, I encourage my people to finish what they start,” Bjorn rumbled. “However, I don’t want to wait for the two minutes it will take Reeves to punch your teeth down your throat. So, you can stand down, or I can expedite things.”

“Shit. Fine.” The man displayed the palms of his hands. “Fucking crazy mercs.”

“Damned straight, we’re fucking crazy,” Bjorn remarked. “Remember it next time you get your Government Guaranteed Income allowance—merc taxes pay for the GGI.”

Hcuff’t’s head appeared from under a pool table. “The violence has ended, yes?” Across the bar, the din of fighting abated as opponents ran out of steam or took advantage of the distraction provided by Bjorn’s arrival to withdraw. Hcuff’t crawled out from under the table, clutching three purses.

“Good job, Hcuff’t,” Priya said, reclaiming her bag from the alien. “It seemed the prudent thing to do, since he was going to hide anyway.”

“Good thinking,” Bjorn admitted. He knew all three purses had sidearms. “Now, you four get your asses back to base. Go straight back to Bear Town, no side trips. I’ll talk to each of you later. Right now, I have to go pay for this mess.”

“Which means you’re going to pay for it,” Tamara whispered to Charlotte.

“Totally worth it,” Wicza replied under her breath.

“I heard that,” Bjorn snapped. “Get your asses moving. Pronto.”

The remaining two women reclaimed their purses from Hcuff’t, and then the quartet headed for the doors. Bjorn shook his head as he trudged to the main bar. Around him, patrons were righting chairs and returning to their tables. The staff began sweeping up the worst of the broken glass.

Bjorn leaned on the bar. “All right, Enzo, what’s the butcher bill? And while you’re figuring it up, add a beer—no, make it two—to the tab. If I’m going to haul my ass down here, I’m not going to leave thirsty.”

The weathered bartender poured a mug and dropped a lime slice in it. The man’s face had resembled a map of arroyos for as long as Bjorn had known him, but now gray frosted his hair. “Why do your people enjoy tearing up my bar so much?” the man asked, setting the beer in front of Bjorn.

“Because you’ll let me pay for their mischief instead of calling the cops,” Bjorn replied. He took a long drink from the mug. “Same as you did for my generation. If no one died, credits were better than questions.”

“Sometimes, even when someone dies,” Enzo remarked.

“Fair enough.” Bjorn nodded over his beer. “That was a long time ago.”

“It was, and it hasn’t happened since.” Enzo set a slate down on the bar top. Surveying the room, he tapped numbers into the device. At the sound of tinkling glass, he tapped the slate again. Once he was satisfied, he turned the screen to face Bjorn. “I think 500 credits should cover everything. The beer is on the house.”

“You’re all heart,” Bjorn remarked. It was the equivalent of 50,000 Earth dollars.

“You know I lose a chunk on the exchange tax,” Enzo protested.

“Yeah, don’t get me started on taxes,” Bjorn said. Mercenary income was taxed at 50%, which was split between the world government and the company’s home nation-state. Politicians had pushed for more until Earth’s mercenaries threatened to move off world. “Income tax, exchange tax, hard currency, value-added tax—by the time they get done picking our pockets, it’s thirty centimes for every credit.”

Bjorn took another deep draw on his beer, then set it down to pull out his UAAC, or “Yack.” He tapped the universal account access card to the slate and followed the prompts to transfer the agreed funds from Bjorn’s Berserkers to El Diablo Borracho.

“Sooner or later, that little hellfire of yours is going to bite off more than she can chew,” Enzo remarked after confirming the transaction. “The chollos call her la muñeca enojada, the angry doll. They have a bet on who can tame her. You know what I mean?”

“I do.” Bjorn polished off the beer. “Do they know I will kill the man who does it? Assuming she doesn’t do it first.”

Enzo shrugged. “They may know, but there is always new blood. At least here, the cabrones know not to pull a gun or knife. Somewhere else, her temper will get her in over her head.”

“I know, and I’m working on it,” Bjorn said. “Yelling at those cubs when I get home is going to be thirsty work. How about another ‘free’ beer?”

“Of course, amigo.” Enzo picked up the mug. “If not for angry mercenaries and their concerned commanders, I would not have been able to put my children through college, let alone keep this place open.” 

* * * * *
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Houston, Earth

Wilhelm Gutknecht shifted nervously in the hard, plastic chair as he resisted the urge to glance at the clock or his phone. Excitement kept jet lag at bay. His interview was scheduled for two o’clock. Surely, it was two by now? His flight from München to Houston had taken three hours, but according to his body, it was ten o’clock in the evening after a sleepless night.

This wasn’t the only interview he had lined up, but it was the first and the most important. The Four Horsemen almost never took anyone right out of school. Wilhelm’s VOWS scores had been solid, but not the stellar results needed to catch the eye of one of the premiere companies. He had shored up his VOWS with a stint at the Jaeger Mercenary Academy outside of Magdeburg, Germany. Wilhelm had wanted to attend the mercenary finishing school in Indiana, but his parents wouldn’t agree to the cost.

There were two other candidates waiting in the reception lounge. One was a young man a couple of years older than Wilhelm. His accent marked him as an American, likely from the midlands.

“Are you interviewing for the Berserkers?”

“Of course, he is,” the other candidate, a young Hispanic woman retorted without glancing up from her slate. Her age was harder to guess, but Wilhelm put it in the same range as his own and the other man. Her English had a faint trace of a Hispanic accent. “You see any other merc logos on the door when you came in?”

“Sorry, I’m nervous.” The man ran a hand over the fuzz trying to form a respectable beard. “I’m Chuck, Chuck Hinthorn. My friends call me Thorn.”

“Wilhelm Gutknecht, but most people call me Whim.” Wilhelm knew they were competitors, but the man’s friendly demeanor was infectious. Wilhelm turned to the woman. “How about you?”

“So, we’re all making friends now?” She glanced up from the slate. “Fine. Isabella Quinto. Not that I expect to see you two after my interview.”

“Your English is really good,” Chuck remarked to Isabella.

Her eyes narrowed. “It should be. I’m American, same as you.” She pointed at Wilhelm. “Why didn’t you comment on his English?”

“Because you’re cuter,” Wilhelm quipped with a grin. Isabella’s retort sputtered, so she rolled her eyes and went back to her slate. Banter was easy, especially compared to the interrogation he imagined was waiting for him. “To answer the next question, no, I’m not American. I’m from Germany.”

“You’re a long way from home.” Chuck peeked over his shoulder toward the door to the recruiter’s office. “Did you apply to any German or Euro merc companies?”

“The Winged Hussars are the biggest European mercenary outfit, but I don’t have space marine credentials yet,” Wilhelm replied. One of the reasons the Carmel, Indiana finishing school had been so expensive was it offered zero-G and vacuum training. “If I strike out here in Houston, I’ll try with Gӧtze’s Panzers or the Helvetican Watch.”

Chuck nodded. “I want to be a Casanova driver.”

“What’s a Casanova?” Wilhelm asked. “Is it some kind of tank?”

“CASV—Combat Assault System, Vehicular.” Chuck grinned. “They’re armored combat rumblers, designed to complement CASPers. Bjorn’s Berserkers are one of the few units to use Casanovas.”

Wilhelm knew the Berserkers were a mixed force unit. He hoped to be a CASPer trooper. The Combat Assault System, Personal battle suits were almost synonymous with human mercenaries.

“How’d you do on your VOWS?” Chuck asked. The Voluntary Off World Assessment exams were a core metric for mercenary companies recruiting new blood. The widely accepted minimum score was 900, while the maximum possible was 1167. The scoring curve ramped up quickly.

“Scoping out the competition?” Isabella swiped at her slate. “I knew the whole friendly routine was an act.”

“What? There’s nothing wrong with asking how he did on the VOWS,” Chuck protested. “It’s not as if I can do anything with the information. I scored a 988 on my exams. There, now you know my score.”

“I got a 1016,” Wilhelm said. While Chuck was hand taller than Wilhelm’s 175 cm, he didn’t appear as muscular. Wilhelm suspected the American beat him on the mental aptitude part of the exams but fell behind in the physical assessment.

Isabella snorted, still focused on her slate.

“What did you score, Izzy?” Chuck inquired. The young woman was almost as tall as Wilhelm and had a runner’s build, long-limbed and lean.

Her eyes narrowed in reaction to the nickname. “I scored a 1057.”

Wilhelm blinked, impressed. The score wasn’t skewed by gender, it was absolute. He began to worry about his chances when the door of the recruiter’s office opened.

“Gutknecht!” the bald sergeant called. Wilhelm suspected the sergeant would have graying hair if it weren’t all shaved off. “Get in here!”

Wilhelm jumped up. Chuck gave him a thumbs up while Isabella studiously ignored him. Wilhelm hurried to the office door, unsure if he should shake the man’s hand or salute.

“Don’t you dare salute me,” the sergeant snarled. “You don’t work for the firm yet. Put your ass in a chair so you can sell me on why I’m not wasting my time.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Wilhelm replied. He knew better than to call the ‘man’ sir. He took a seat and waited for the sergeant to sit behind the bare desk.

The bald man plopped into the chair behind the desk. “I’m Sergeant Popovijc.” He was as old as Wilhelm’s father and no taller than Wilhelm. Wilhelm had no doubt the sergeant could thoroughly thrash him if so inclined without breaking a sweat. “The troops call me Popeye. You have not earned the privilege. Got it?”

“Yes, Sergeant.” Wilhelm mustered the willpower not to fidget.

Popovijc pulled a slate out from a desk drawer. “Your VOWS are decent. Not stellar, but decent.”

“I’ve also logged 200 hours in CASPer training,” Wilhelm said, mustering his courage. “Fifty hours in actual battle armor, not simulators.”

The sergeant set down the slate. “Aren’t you a little small for a CASPer driver?”

“Not anymore,” Wilhelm replied. “The Mk 8s are too small for the beefier mercs.”

“Dare you to say that in front of the commander,” the sergeant muttered. He tapped a single finger on the desk. “The other two candidates both have field experience. Why should I pick a cub right out of the den instead of a battle-tested soldier?”

“They can’t have much experience,” Wilhelm protested, hoping his voice didn’t crack as it rose. “They’re no more than a few years older than me. Plus, why aren’t they with their units anymore? Experience doesn’t help if you’re a dummkopf.” Wilhelm realized he was leaning forward in his excitement and eased back into his chair.

“I don’t know.” The sergeant picked up the slate again. “A dummkopf, as you say, who can keep calm and follow orders might be better than a kid who thinks he’s smart and will wet himself when the shit hits the fan.”

“I won’t freeze on you, Sergeant,” Wilhelm promised earnestly, knowing what was coming next.

“You did exactly that on your first live CASPer drill,” Popovijc countered, tossing the slate onto the desk. “You locked up and didn’t even enter the practice grounds.”

Wilhelm struggled to keep a calm demeanor. He vividly remembered the day, and the dressing down the instructor had given him. Anna Rüdinger was an evil battle axe who made his two years at the Jaeger Academy difficult, pushing him to give up and quit. It made Wilhelm strive that much harder to succeed and spite her.

“What Instructor Rüdinger failed to mention was that the training mech was an old Mk 4 CASPer,” Wilhelm stated. “The motivator interface hadn’t been calibrated for my stature, so my movements weren’t translated properly. It left me trying to muscle the suit onto the field.”

The sergeant glanced at him and chuckled.

“I didn’t lack the nerve, Sergeant,” Wilhelm continued. “I’ll freely admit I lacked the brawn; a deficiency I’ve worked hard to eliminate, as you can see from the physical section of my VOWS.”

Popovijc picked up the slate and scanned it one more time. “You have any more interviews today? I hope you didn’t fly halfway across the world banking on the first one.”

“I don’t have any until tomorrow afternoon,” Wilhelm replied. “I didn’t want to pile them all up in one day in addition to being jet lagged.”

The sergeant nodded. “All right, you’ll have an answer one way or the other by 0900 tomorrow.” He nodded toward the door. “On your way out, send in Hinthorn.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” Wilhelm stood. “Thank you.”

Popovijc grunted, going back to his slate. Wilhelm left the door open as he exited the office. Both Hinthorn and Quinto watched expectantly as he emerged.

“How’d it go?” Chuck inquired.

Wilhelm shrugged. “I’ll find out,” he replied and jerked a thumb toward the open door. “You’re up next, Chuck. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Chuck said and wiped his palms on his trousers as he stood. “You, too.”

“So, maybe I’ll see you around, Isabella,” Wilhelm suggested after the door closed. He considered inviting her out, but he was too tired.

“Maybe,” Isabella said and returned to her slate. “Don’t count on it.”

“Well, good luck.” Wilhelm left once it was obvious a reply wasn’t forthcoming.

Most of the Earth mercenary companies maintained a presence in Houston. Those not headquartered in or near the city had offices in buildings such as this one. The Berserkers were based in New Mexico, where they had picked up cheap land when the nation-states pared back their standing militaries.

Wilhelm checked the directory to memorize the locations for his two interviews tomorrow. He hoped he wouldn’t need them. The Berserkers were his first choice of prospective employers.

Once he reached the ground, Wilhelm hailed an autocab to take him to his hotel. The Red Eight Inn was as cheap as he could go without descending to a dive. He didn’t know how long it would take him to land a spot in a company, so he needed to stretch out his money. His parents were adamant that once his finances ran out, the only thing they would pay for would be a ticket home.

Restaurants and bars intermingled with the cluster of hotels adjacent to the Houston starport. The seedier parts of Houston were dangerous to visit alone, and Wilhelm planned on avoiding them. The last thing he needed was to have his organs harvested the night before getting a merc job. Hunger won out over exhaustion once the autocab dropped him off, so Wilhelm crossed the street to the nearest cluster of food and drink establishments.

Most of the choices were chain outlets, little different than those found elsewhere in the American nation-state. A few advertised “Earth cuisine” on their signs, intended for a wave of alien tourists that never arrived. The last was a bar with a bright red sign labelling it Dante’s Pit. The illuminated logo featured a golden halo skewered by a red pitchfork.

The number of vehicles in the parking lot surprised Wilhelm. Unattended vehicles were magnets for thieves, so most people walked, rode the trambus, or took an autocab. Then Wilhelm realized several of the vehicles sported mercenary company logos. Heavily armed owners willing to shoot thieves made for an effective deterrent.

Wilhelm spotted a pair of bouncers at the door as he approached. One was a hulking, bald, Latino man. Tattoos covered his arms and ran up his neck to the top of his head. Wilhelm recognized Christian symbology depicted in Mesoamerican style in the tattoo.

The other bouncer was a Jivool, a hunchbacked ursine with grey and black striped fur. As large as the Latino man was, the Jivool was a head taller as he raised up, watching Wilhelm. This wasn’t the first alien Wilhelm had seen, but he couldn’t help but swallow nervously as the bear-like creature stared at him.

“Carne fresco,” the Jivool rumbled in intelligible Spanish.

“Fresh meat is right,” the human replied with a chuckle. “This is no place for townies, kid. Go to Speedy Burger and get yourself a kiddie meal.”

The Jivool laughed, sounding like a bag of gravel in a cement mixer.

“I’m not a townie,” Wilhelm replied. There were no age restrictions in startown once you got past security, but there were also no unilateral service ordinances. A business owner in startown could refuse service to anyone.

“Same thing goes for tourists,” the bald man said. “This is a merc bar, so unless your yack has a unit designation, go sightsee somewhere safer.”

“Lo puede pagarme un credito por un selfie,” the Jivool uttered, laughing again.

“Bruno said he’ll let you take a selfie with him for a credit,” the human translated.

“I’m not a tourist. I’m hiring on with a mercenary company,” Wilhelm retorted. “I’ll be back.”

“Good luck with that, kid,” the man said. “Don’t forget to get your prize with your kiddie meal; it might be a Four Horseman toy.”

“Juegete de los Cuatros Cabelleros,” the ursine echoed.

Wilhelm stormed off, resolving to return once he was hired for the satisfaction of making the bald man and the bear eat their words. After their taunts, Wilhelm couldn’t stand the thought of going into the Speedy Burger. Instead, he settled for Tio Burritos before returning to his hotel and crashing.

* * *
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At 8:57 a.m., Wilhelm’s phone chimed to announce a new message. His hand trembled as he picked up the translucent polymer tile and slid his thumb across it. The surface illuminated with local time, weather, and a blinking message icon. Wilhelm forced himself to tap the icon, which expanded into a message. It simply told him to report to the Bjorn’s Berserkers recruiting office by 1000 hours.

Wilhelm gulped down the rest of his complimentary coffee while he hailed an autocab with his phone. The coffee was mediocre at best, and the bagels in the “continental breakfast” offering were slightly stale, but it was free food. 

Outside, it was already hot, a definite change from Germany. Within two minutes, a bright yellow autocab rolled to a halt, and Wilhelm’s phone chimed. It displayed a number matching the one emblazoned on the fender of the cab.

Wilhelm climbed in and announced, “Knox Office Tower.”

“Destination accepted,” an electronic voice acknowledged. “En route—ETA is eight minutes.”

Wilhelm was sweating from more than the Texas heat. Surely, they wouldn’t call him merely to tell him he didn’t make the cut? Why didn’t the message tell him he was hired? He could already be cancelling his later appointments. He didn’t want to call off his other interviews until he was certain.
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