
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Hope is Not a Strategy

More Stories from the Four Horsemen Universe

Edited by

Chris Kennedy and Mark Wandrey

Hope is Not a Strategy

edited by Chris Kennedy and Mark Wandrey

Published by Seventh Seal Press

Virginia Beach, VA, USA

www.chriskennedypublishing.com

This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States’ copyright law.

The stories in this collection are works of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination and are used in a fictitious manner. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

Editor: Chris Kennedy

Co-Editor: Mark Wandrey

Cover Design: Brenda Mihalko 

Cover Image: Ricky Ryan 

Copyright © 2019 by Chris Kennedy

All rights reserved.

The stories and articles contained herein have never been previously published. They are copyrighted as follows:

GOLDEN TICKET by Jonathan P. Brazee Copyright © 2019 by Jonathan P. Brazee

THE TIDE CHANGES by Craig Martelle Copyright © 2019 by Craig Martelle

SOMETHING YOU ARE NOT by Kevin Steverson Copyright © 2019 by Kevin Steverson

HIJACKED! by Terry Mixon Copyright © 2019 by Terry Mixon

THE WAGNER METHOD by Josh Hayes Copyright © 2019 by Josh Hayes

PAYING THE PRICE by Scott Moon Copyright © 2019 by Scott Moon

WITHOUT A SHOT by Chris Fox Copyright © 2019 by Chris Fox

RAID by Mark H Wandrey Copyright © 2019 by Mark H Wandrey 

SECOND CHANCES by Kevin McLaughlin Copyright © 2019 by Kevin McLaughlin

THE PROBLEM OF THE QUALIS by Brian Niemeier Copyright © 2019 by Brian Niemeier

EYE ON THE PRIZE by Nathan Hystad Copyright © 2019 by Nathan Hystad

EARWORM by Robert E. Hampson Copyright © 2019 by Robert E. Hampson

A GUILDED AFFAIR by Chris Kennedy Copyright © 2019 by Chris Kennedy

SUNSET by A.K. DuBoff Copyright © 2019 by A.K. DuBoff

SURVIVOR by Kacey Ezell Copyright © 2019 by Kacey Ezell

* * * * *

[image: ]


Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 

and discover other titles by Chris Kennedy at:

http://chriskennedypublishing.com/

* * * * *

[image: ]


Do you have what it takes to be a Merc?

Take your VOWs and join the Merc Guild on Facebook!

Meet us at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/536506813392912/

* * * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Golden Ticket by Jonathan P. Brazee


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Winston Loud stood at the corner of the small kitchen shop at the edge of Worthington Square. His eyes were locked on the mercenary standing behind a folding table laden with brochures and a Tri-V running a loop featuring mercs jumping out of planes, fighting in CASPers, diving underwater, and a host of other testosterone-laden activities. 

Winston didn’t know what to make of the trooper. Short at 5’6”, and maybe weighing 150 pounds, he didn’t look like the mercs in the movies or on the Tri-V. Still, Winston had to admit the trooper looked sharp in his dress blues, and he had an air about him that reeked of dangerous confidence, like a rattlesnake.

Not that Winston had ever seen a real rattlesnake, not on Danube. No, the Council of Directors would never allow the establishment of any animal that could harm one of the rich and powerful who came to the resort planet. Danube was as safe as it was beautiful, all in accordance with the Master Plan.

Which was the problem with his home from his perspective. There was never any excitement. The “Swabian” natives of the planet had one purpose, and one purpose only, and that was to service the tourist-based economy. With no natural resources, that was about the only way for the citizens to make a living.

Winston was bored, and he wanted excitement. His very DNA cried out for it. He had to prove his mettle, not only to the other kids who continually teased him, but to himself. And that trooper standing out in the square was his target. There were some other mercs in the square as well, but if he was going to do this, it had to be that one. Cartwright’s Cavaliers. The other mercs were merely also-rans. The Cavaliers were one of the Four Horsemen, and in Winston’s mind, the toughest of the four mercenary companies. 

“Move it along,” the woman who ran the kitchen shop yelled out at him. “I don’t need you blocking the entrance for real customers.”

Startled, Winston jumped forward, right into the square, bumping into one of the weekend stalls.

“Watch it, son!” the strawberry vendor said as he reached forward to steady his table. “You knock it over, you buy it.”

“Sorry,” Winston said, quickly sidling away, his face red with embarrassment.

Which only got worse when Leach Miller called out, “Walk much, dink?”

Hiding by the kitchen shop, Winston never saw Leach and two of his fellow gang members sipping caff-brews at Nancy’s. He and Leach had once been friends—best friends—what seemed like centuries ago. Living across the hall from each other in their apartment building, they’d been inseparable. That was before Leach had gotten big and aggressive, however, while Winston...hadn’t. Leach had pretty much abandoned Winston by the time they turned eight. At fourteen, Leach had joined the Derby Boys, the neighborhood toughs. In typical Danube fashion, they weren’t much of a gang, but Worthington Square was their turf, and Nancy’s Cafe their hangout. With the Saturday market going on, Winston should have realized they’d be there, presiding over their tiny slice of the planet.

Winston spun on his heel and reversed direction. He didn’t have time for Leach or the others. The market would be closing soon, to be replaced by stand-up beer gardens and whatever band the ward chiefs had hired. That would mean the Cavalier staff sergeant would be gone, too, and with it, Winston’s chance to act.

There were many reasons Winston was an outcast, and that he’d never been asked to join a gang. One of them was that he was too tentative, too afraid to pull the trigger. He walked up and down the aisles of the stands in the square, touching different wares, but his eyes always drifted to the trooper.

“You going to buy that apple or just finger it?” an old granny asked him.

He started to put it back on the table, but the woman’s glare stopped him. He fished out the script and handed it to her. With one quick motion, the script disappeared into her apron, and she shifted her attention to another of the dwindling numbers of shoppers who were still roaming the aisles.

Winston hadn’t wanted the apple, but at least it gave him something to do instead of standing around with his thumb up his ass. He bit into it, barely registering the sweet-but-not-too-sweet flesh, well within the Master Plan parameters for Sugar Crisp apples. The small blemish on the skin might render it unfit for the tourist trade, but it was fine here in Bergmanntown’s Swabian barrio for local fare.

Apple juice dribbled down his chin, and he stepped back, leaning forward so as not to get it on his shirt. Without a tissue, he wiped his chin with his forearm, looked up, and froze. While he’d been playing with the apple, the Cavalier staff sergeant had started to pack away his table.

Shit! Now or never!

He threw down the half-eaten apple, heedless that the security cams would catch it, and a fine would be assessed for littering. Not brave enough for a direct approach, Winston turned right and half-walked, half-ran down the aisle, dodging day-vendors as they began to pack what was left of their wares. He rounded the far end of the aisle, crossed two more, then started back up, ready to approach his target from the rear. 

Slow down, calm your breathing, he told himself. Be cool.

He slowly walked up behind the mercenary. As he approached, Leach and the other two at Nancy’s had a clear shot at him down the main aisle. Leach pointed at him, turned to say something to the others, and then they all laughed, watching and waiting to see what he’d do.

“Not that you have the guts to do this,” he muttered.

He took one last deep breath to give himself courage, and stepped up behind the mercenary...

“You finally got up enough nerve to come see me?” the trooper asked, not bothering to turn around.

Winston froze, mouth gaping open.

“Well?” the trooper said, slowly turning around to face him. “You’ve been dawdling for the last hour. I was wondering if you’d ever get up the nerve to come on over.”

The trooper wasn’t bigger in person—physically, that was. He had a large, dangerous presence, however, if that made sense. Winston had initially compared him to a rattlesnake, but that wasn’t even in the ballpark. This man was far more dangerous, even as he stood there, relaxed, a smile on his face as he looked at him.

Winston broke the gaze, his eyes drifting down to his chest. He recognized the blue ribbon of the Cartwright’s Cavaliers, of course. The mercenary also sported a green ribbon with three yellow stripes indicating 25 completed contracts, the CASPer Marksman, and the Master Marksman badges. This staff sergeant had been there, done that. Probably been in the shit before. Winston gulped, thoroughly impressed.

“I’m sorry, Staff Sergeant. I didn’t want to bother you before.”

“Did you see loads of Danubians coming up before, begging to enlist?” he asked, with the term foreigners used for natives of the planet.

“No, sir,” he said automatically, then winced. He read enough to know not to call a staff NCO “sir.” He expected the staff sergeant to say, “Don’t call me ‘sir.’ I work for a living.”

“I mean, no, Staff Sergeant.”

The trooper gave him a small smile, then asked, “What’s your name, son?”

“Winst—Win, Staff Sergeant. Win Loud.”

He’d always been “Winston,” never a nickname. But he didn’t think his full name sounded tough enough, martial enough.

“And how can I help you, Win Loud?”

“I want to enlist. With you. I mean, with Cartwright’s Cavaliers.”

The trooper’s eyes bored into his, as if uncovering everything that made Winston, Winston, and finding it wanting.

“Why the Cavaliers?” the staff sergeant asked. “Not many Danubians sign up with any company, much less the Cavaliers. What about Lim’s Hammers? That’s Sergeant Einbeck over there,” he said, pointing to where another merc, this one in dress reds, was packing away her display. “A couple of your compatriots signed up with her today.”

Winston looked over at the sergeant for a long moment. He was vaguely aware of the Hammers, if only because they were listed on the advertisement announcing that recruiters were going to be in the square today. They might be a good unit, for all he knew, but they weren’t Four Horsemen. And they weren’t the Cavaliers.

“Because the Cavaliers are the best. The Hammers aren’t shit,” he said, surprising himself with the last part of the statement. He never cut down others.

Staff Sergeant Morales, Winston now saw from his nametag, raised a single eyebrow in response.

“I know, Staff Sergeant, I might not look like much. But I’m a fighter. I can make it. I just know it.”

He shifted from one foot to the other, nervously awaiting the staff sergeant’s response.

With a sigh, the trooper said, “How old are you, son?”

“Eighteen,” he said, his traitorous voice cracking.

Another raised eyebrow.

“And if you’re eighteen,” the Cavalier trooper said, evidently not believing it, “what were your VOW scores?”

The Voluntary Off-World assessment tests were required for most, if not all, mercenary companies. Winston knew that, but he’d have to wait another year before he really was 18 and could take the test. He’d ignored that hiccup in his plans, hoping that if he did, that problem wouldn’t rear its head. Winston didn’t know when any of the Four Horsemen, much less the Cavaliers in particular, would be back recruiting in Bergmanntown, and to be blunt, he wanted off Danube now. Not in a year, not in two years. Now.

“I...I don’t have them here with me. But they’re good, Staff Sergeant.”

“Higher than two thousand?”

Winston hesitated. He had no idea how the VOWs were scored, only that they had both mental and physical categories. He tried to guess what the right response would be. The staff sergeant’s smile had turned from casual to predatory as he waited for Winston’s answer. 

“Uh...yes, higher. Two-thousand, five-hundred,” he said, his voice quavering, hoping he’d guessed correctly.

The staff sergeant shook his head, and Winston knew he’d just blown it. The staff sergeant had called him out by asking him some off-the-wall number. Winston should have at least thought to check out the scoring system before he’d tried to bluff his way in. But that was another of his weaknesses. He didn’t think things through, much to the consternation of his father.

“Look, son. Do you know how difficult it is to operate a CASPer?” the Cavalier trooper asked.

“No, Staff Sergeant. But I know it’s—”

The staff sergeant held out a hand to cut him off. “A CASPer is one of the highest-tech pieces of war-fighting gear there is. And it takes someone capable, someone educated, someone physically fit, to be able to operate one. So, before we keep this little charade going, here’s my advice to you. Go back and finish school. If you do well, then take your VOWs and try again. Maybe with another company. Maybe the Hammers, like I told you.”

“But they’re not—”

“I’m not able to help you, son. Just go back and finish school,” he said before making a show of going back to his packing.

Winston stared at the man, wondering what he could say, but it was evident the staff sergeant was done with him.

What was I thinking? That he was really just going to say, “Sure, let me sign you up?” he asked himself bitterly.

Without another word, he slowly turned and walked away, lost in his misery. The Cavaliers didn’t want him, and he was stuck on Danube forever. Next year, he’d have to get a job as a groundskeeper or bellhop, and that would be his life. His long, boring life.

“What did the trooper boy say to you, dink?”

It took Winston a moment to realize that he’d wandered back to Nancy’s and that Leach was talking to him. His instinctive reaction was to ignore Leach and keep walking, but something inside him needed to vent, and before he could think about it, he said, “I wanted to enlist, but he said no.”

“You? A merc?” Ogie asked incredulously before breaking out into a laugh.

“No shit? You tried to enlist?” Leach asked. “And what did he say?”

Winston started to open his mouth, but he simply couldn’t admit that the problem was with him, that he wasn’t qualified, or by the expression on the staff sergeant’s face, that he wasn’t Cavalier material. Leach and the others would ride him hard and never let him forget that. He couldn’t bear the shame.

“He said that Swabians don’t make good troopers. We have it too easy here, and we’re soft.”

Leach’s eyes hardened, and he said, “We’re too fucking soft?”

“That’s what he said,” Winston said, suddenly ashamed of his lie. But he couldn’t back down now.

“I’ll show him soft,” Leach said.

“What are you so pissed off at?” Ogie asked. “I mean, would you take Winnie-baby here? Look at him, crying ‘cause he didn’t get his way. He’s just a dink!”

“This ain’t about him, Ogie. He said all of us are soft. You, too.”

“Who cares what he said?” Kyle asked, lazily tipping back in his chair. “That Nazi will be off Danube by tomorrow. I don’t know why the council even lets those recruiters come here in the first place.”

“We have to,” Winston said, wishing now he’d just kept walking. “Part of the compact.”

“I care,” Leach said as he stared across the square at the staff sergeant. “And so should you, if you have any balls.”

Kyle shrugged and took another swallow of beer. He was 20 and had already been accepted into the butler-track. Five more years and he’d be working in the finest resorts on the planet, making bank.

Leach rolled his eyes as if he couldn’t believe his fellow gang-member’s response.

“You hear him, Ogie? And this from our vice-enforcer? I sure as shit am not going to let some foreign soldier-boy shit on us. You and me, we’re going to show that merc who’s soft,” he told Ogie. “Since Kyle here’s too much of a wimp.”

“Eat me,” Kyle said, but without rancor.

“Uh...you think we should?” Ogie asked, his big, bushy eyebrows scrunched together. “We don’t need any trouble. Remember what Mr. Wentz told us?”

For all their swagger, the gangs on Danube were more social than action-oriented. Hans Wentz, the ward captain, was the real power within the twelve blocks that made up the ward, and he’d lately been keeping the Derby Boys under his thumb.

“No trouble. Just a little show-of-force. Come,” he ordered, crooking a finger at his larger friend. “I mean, look. You outweigh him by 40 pounds if it’s an ounce. He’s not so tough. And he called us soft, don’t you forget.”

“You,” he ordered, pointing at Winston, “just sit here and watch what real men can do. Better than that...” Leach turned on his communicator, put it on share mode, then told the other two, “listen in and hear how I handle this.”

Ogie didn’t look convinced. He gave Kyle a questioning look that the other man ignored, but he stood and obediently followed Leach as the two made their way past crates and boxes being loaded with wares as the day vendors hurried to pack up so they could get back home.

“Idiots,” Kyle said, more to himself than to Winston.

Winston wasn’t so sure that they were being idiots. He was pretty certain that the staff sergeant was more than a match for either Leach or Ogie, but both of them? He felt bad about his part in egging Leach on to this course of action, but he wasn’t going to miss this. He pulled out his communicator, accepted Leach’s share mode request, and then watched, transfixed, curious as to what would happen.

The two reached the staff sergeant, who looked up and asked, “What can I do for you gents?”

“Uh, we’re thinking of enlisting, sergeant,” Kyle said, punching Ogie in the arm. “Right, Ogie?”

“Well, I’m sorry, but I’m about done here. Already cut the connection with headquarters. Come back next time, and we can talk then.”

“But we want to talk now,” Kyle said.

“You’ve been sitting over at that cafe for three hours now. You could have talked to me at any time, so cut the crap.”

“Hey, no reason to get pissy, sergeant. No hard feelings, OK?” he said, his right hand flicking out to Ogie in a gang sign. “Let me prove it by helping you carry all that stuff back to your hotel.”

Leach reached for the staff sergeant’s slate that was on the table, just as Ogie shifted to slide behind the trooper. What happened next, Winston didn’t quite understand, despite watching the entire thing unfold. One moment, Ogie was reaching for the staff sergeant. The next, there was a flurry of motion, almost too quick for the eye to follow, and Ogie was on the ground, clutching his arm and groaning. Within another second, Leach was flat on his back, mouth gaping as he tried to suck in air while the staff sergeant stood over him.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got it,” the staff sergeant said cheerfully as he took his slate from the unresisting Leach. “You two boys have a great day.”

He stepped over Leach, shouted out a “goodbye” and a “see you later” to one of the other recruiters, then started off through the rapidly emptying square. 

The remaining vendors refused to take note of what had just happened. The Derby Boys might not be much of a gang, all things considered, but it was easier just to stay out of their notice. 

“Like I said, idiots,” Kyle said, draining his beer, then slamming the stein on the table. “I guess I better go scrape those guys off the pavement. You come help me, Loud.”

Winston wanted to slink away, but he wasn’t going to argue. He stood up and followed Kyle, his gaze locked on Leach and Ogie, who were only now stirring. He was still in amazed shock. The staff sergeant was a trained professional, and the Derby Boys were hardly the ultimate in Human gangdom. But it had been so easy for the mercenary.

“That fucking cheater,” Leach wheezed as he struggled to a sitting position. “He had a whip baton, the bastard.”

“I didn’t see one,” Kyle said. “What I did see was you two getting your asses handed to you. Come on, stand up,” he added, grabbing Leach under an arm and lifting him to his feet. “Loud, you go see if Ogie’s alive.”

Winston nodded, then knelt beside the large downed man. Ogie held up a hand to indicate he was OK. He didn’t look OK, however. Not terribly busted up, but in a world of hurt. Winston realized that the staff sergeant had pulled his punches, so to speak. He could have done some serious damage, but all he’d done was to temporarily down the two. That was even more impressive to him.

“We need to stomp his ass,” Leach said, catching his breath.

“We?” Kyle asked with a smirk.

“Yeah, we, Mr. Vice-enforcer.”

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Kyle asked. “You want to get stomped again?”

“Not just me and Ogie. I mean everyone we can call.”

“Are you...?”

“Damn right, I am,” Leach said, getting to his feet but still bent over. “Honor call.”

Kyle stood stock still for a moment, then sighed and said, “Hell, Leach. Really?”

“You gonna answer the call?”

“You fucking asshole. If I get nabbed, I’ll lose my apprenticeship.”

“I didn’t ask you about your fucking apprenticeship. You gonna answer the call or not?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna answer the call. But I swear, you and me are going to have a little talk about this afterwards.”

Winston stepped back, trying to fade into invisibility. He was hearing things he shouldn’t be. An honor call was something all gang members had to answer. To refuse without good reason meant to repudiate the gang and all it stood for. Winston didn’t know the exact consequences of refusing, but he knew it would be bad.

He also knew that even hearing this put him at risk. Danube gangs might be wannabes in the grand scheme of things, but on engineered and controlled Danube, they could make his life miserable. He didn’t want to be on their shit list.

Yet he didn’t walk away. Something kept him there, waiting to hear more.

“So, how’re we going to do this?” Kyle asked in a resigned voice. “We just going to chase him down?”

“Ogie, put out the call. Get everyone who’s available to the C-Street courts.” He turned back to Kyle and said, “Most of the mercs are at the Ransome. And I heard they’re meeting at Texas Dave’s BBQ. Unless he takes an autocab, he’ll walk. We hit him in Tinker Alley.”

“And when did you just happen to hear it?” Kyle asked.

“When the others were having lunch. The chick in the red uniform, and the guy in black and silver. They said all of them would be there.”

Kyle paused a moment as he considered, then nodded and said, “It’s as good a plan as any. Not as good as just leaving them alone, though. You sure we can’t just forget what happened?”

Leach shook his head.

“Well, if we’re going to do this, we just rough him up, though. Nothing serious. We don’t need a damned mercenary company coming down on our asses. Capisce?”

“Sure. Just rough him up. Show him Swabians aren’t soft,” Leach said.

Watching from the side, Winston didn’t like the glint in Leach’s eyes as he said that. Kyle didn’t seem to notice it.

“How many do we have?” Kyle asked Ogie.

“Four confirmed.”

“That’s it?” Leach asked.

“Others are already at work or out of town,” Ogie said, shrugging his shoulders.

“That makes seven. Should be enough,” Kyle said grudgingly. “Any idea when this dinner is at Texas Dave’s?”

“The chick merc, the one in the red uniform, I heard her say right after they change clothes back in their rooms.”

“Then we’d better get going,” Kyle said, “or we’ll miss him. And we’re not going into Texas Dave’s where he’ll have all his merc friends with him.”

“If we miss him, we wait until he leaves. Probably be drunk then, to boot,” Leach said.

“Hey, dink. We’ll get you some revenge,” Leach shouted back at Winston as they hurried off.

Winston stared at them, his stomach in his throat. This had grown way out of proportion, and it was his fault. He was the one who’d lied that the Cavalier trooper had said all Swabians were soft. And now, seven Derby Boys were going to jump Staff Sergeant Morales. The mercenary had easily taken care of Leach and Ogie, but seven would simply swarm him. And it was all on him.

But there was nothing he could do to stop it. Interfere, and the Derby Boys would take it out on him. The Cavalier staff sergeant would be off planet within a day or two, maybe more if he got hurt enough to be hospitalized. Winston, however, was on Danube for the long haul. He had to live with the Derby Boys. He felt horrible, but he just couldn’t afford to get involved.

Maybe it’s a good thing. The staff sergeant dissed me, I mean. He didn’t have to be such an asshole, Winston tried to rationalize to himself. It wasn’t working. His gut churned with acid, and he thought he was going to puke.

Be smart, Winston. There are a million reasons to just walk away. You don’t know that merc, and you don’t owe him a damned thing.

And only one reason to help the trooper. Honor.

“No!” he shouted aloud, drawing stares from the granny who’d sold him the apple and was now wheeling her setup out of the square. “I can’t let them do it!”

“Get a job,” the granny muttered as Winston took off running.

The Ransome Hotel was only five blocks away, and he needed to catch up to the staff sergeant and warn him. All the merc had to do would be to report the threat, and the tourist cops would take care of the rest. He sped up, scanning the street for the trooper in the dress blues. His lungs started to burn, but he made it all the way to the hotel entrance without spotting the mercenary.

“I need to get a message to someone,” he told the doorman. “It’s important.”

The doorman, in a uniform that would have put a 19th Century British admiral to shame, pointed at the facecam to the side of the entrance.

“No, I really need to talk to him!”

The doorman lifted his lip in a sneer that no foreigner would ever see before pointing at the facecam again, not deeming Winston worthy of even bothering to speak.

“I need to leave a message for Staff Sergeant Morales,” Winston spoke into the facecam.

“Your name,” the desk receptionist asked.

“Loud. Winston Loud.”

He could see her check her readout, then the small tick that appeared in her otherwise perfect, plastered-on smile. “I’m sorry, you’re not on his access list.”

“No, I just met him, today at Worthington Square! About recruiting. And something happened there. He...he could be in danger.”

“I assure you, sir,” she said, the tone on the “sir” evident that she thought him anything but, “no one at the Ransome Hotel is in danger. Our security is four-star rated.”

Four stars my ass, he thought as he looked around. While the doorman and live receptionist were all the proof needed to show that the hotel catered to foreigners, it was hardly a resort hotel for the wealthy. This was a mid-level hotel at best.

Winston took four deep breaths, then said, “Can you at least give him my message? And my number? Eight-four-six-three-three-three-one-nine.”

“I will give him the message, sir. Thank you for your concern,” she said before closing the connection.

The doorman refused to catch his eye, but Winston knew the man had listened in and was well aware that he was still standing there. If he waited any longer, the doorman would tell him to move on. He knew he’d better mitigate the issue and still keep an eye on the door, so he moved across the street. The doorman stared daggers at him, but there was nothing the man could do about it, so Winston smiled and tipped an imaginary cap to him.

Time stretched on with no sign of the Cavalier staff sergeant. 

How long does it take to change into civilian clothes? Or was he even invited by the other recruiters? Maybe as a top-tier company, there was a hierarchy, and he’s on his own. 

The thought filled him with hope. By tomorrow, the staff sergeant would probably be off-planet, and none of the Derby Boys would know he’d been about to betray them. The best of both worlds.

He’d just about convinced himself of that and was about to leave when he spotted someone down the block walking away from him. Something tickled the back of his mind as he watched, before it hit him. It was the staff sergeant in civilian clothes. There must have been a side entrance to the hotel.

Winston took off at a run, only to be stopped at the end of the block by the light. He shouted up ahead, but the staff sergeant didn’t turn around. Finally the light changed, and he bolted off again, closing the distance.

“Staff Sergeant Morales,” he shouted as he reached the trooper, puffing and out-of-breath.

“Oh, Mr. Loud. Already finished school now, have we? Taken your VOWs?”

“What? Oh, no, sir...no, Staff Sergeant. I just needed to tell you something,” he said, fighting the urge to bend over, hands on his knees, as his lungs bellowed.

“Not in too good shape, are we, son? Not quite what we want in the Cavaliers.”

“Staff Sergeant, those guys you beat up back in the square—”

“I didn’t beat anyone up, son. I just took back my slate.”

Winston waved off the comment and said, “I know. I saw that. But you pissed off Leach, and he’s a Derby Boy.” He looked at the staff sergeant, waiting to see comprehension dawn on the man. It didn’t.

“And I care about that why?”

“Because he went and got his fellow gang members. They’re lying in ambush for you on your way to Texas Dave’s.”

The staff sergeant’s eyes narrowed, and he said, “You seem to know a lot about my plans, son. How is that?”

Winston reddened, then he said, “I overheard them talking. I don’t know how they found out, but they did. They know you’re all meeting there.”

The staff sergeant studied him for a moment, then said, “And how do I know you aren’t part of this supposed ambush, setting me up for them? I did turn you down today, after all. You’re probably pissed at me.”

“No, Staff Sergeant! I wouldn’t do that! Never!”

The trooper grabbed Winston by the bicep in a vice-grip and jerked him forward, staring into his eyes for an eternity before he released him.

“OK. I believe you. Where? And how many?”

“Seven of them, sir. In Tinker Alley,” Winston said, pointing ahead a block to the mouth of the alley. “Over there. You have to go through it to get to the restaurant.”

The staff sergeant relaxed, then said, “Thank you, Mr. Loud. I always like fair warning when I’m going to get jumped.” He turned and started to continue on his way.

“But, Staff Sergeant Morales, that’s Tinker Alley up ahead!”

“Yes, so you said.”

“And that’s where they’ll be waiting for you.”

“Your point is?”

Winston was dumbfounded. Hadn’t he made himself clear?

“You should call the police. Or go back,” he said, pointing back down the street to the Ransome.

“What, and disappoint them? Come on, son. Cavaliers don’t back down from rabble. Cavaliers lead the charge. If I ran away from a bunch of young punks, what would others say about us?”

Winston’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t comprehend what the man was saying. He was going to proceed, knowing that seven gangbangers were waiting for him? All so the Cavaliers’ name wouldn’t suffer? It made no sense to him. How would anyone who was contemplating hiring the Cavaliers know if one of their staff sergeants went up Ash and over on Berlin instead of up Tinker Alley?

“Staff Sergeant, I said there are seven of them,” he tried once more.

“I know, son, not much in the way of a fair fight. But they could have gotten more punks to make it even. Not my fault they want to go into this fight light-handed.”

Winston’s mouth gaped open like a goldfish while the staff sergeant gave him a wink. This was surreal, and Winston felt like he and the trooper were speaking two different languages.

The staff sergeant turned and started walking again. And he was whistling, for God’s sake! Winston recognized the tune, “The Brown-Eyed Lady,” a significantly non-PC song from the weird, twenty-year-old flick of the same name. The man was crazy, no doubt about it. Terminal testosterone.

I’ve done all I can, he told himself. If he wants to walk into the lion’s den, that’s on him.

Winston wanted to wash his hands of the man, but the trooper was so confident. Why? Instead of turning around and going home, Winston followed him. He needed to see what happened, either to witness the trooper getting the shit kicked out of him or, by some miracle, seeing him escape with his skin intact.

The trooper’s stride lengthened as if he was out for a stroll with nothing on his mind. He turned the corner up Tinker Alley and disappeared from sight. Winston ran to catch up. He turned the corner and stopped dead in his tracks. Twenty meters away, the staff sergeant stood nonchalantly, his back toward Winston. Facing him were four of the Derby Boys, led by Kyle. Leach and Ogie were nowhere in sight.

Winston couldn’t make out what the staff sergeant was saying, but he heard Kyle say, “Look, you shamed one of us—”

The staff sergeant said something, and then Kyle said, “OK, two of us. You shamed two of us, made us lose face, and we can’t have that. So I suggest you just let us give you a little lesson, and we’ll be done with it. Nothing serious.”

The staff sergeant said something back, but all Winston could make out was “chipmunk.” Kyle had evidently heard everything the staff sergeant had to say. The gang member’s face turned red, and a snarl overtook his features.

“OK, if that’s what he wants! Let’s get him!” Kyle shouted.

The four rushed the mercenary, who stood still, waiting to be bowled over. Except he didn’t wait. At the last second, he sidestepped to the left and leveled a throat punch at Danny Gregory, the right-most attacker. Danny fell like a poled ox, tripping Boity Hahn. A single kick to the chin took Boity out as Kyle and Mike Wolff spread out to either side of him. The staff sergeant stood easily, looking ahead, and the two gang members stood on either side of him, just out of reach. 

For the first time, Winston thought that the Cavalier might get out of this relatively unscathed. He didn’t know where the others were, but if it were only these four, and with two already down in the initial confusion, the odds had discernably increased. 

Mike feinted in, and the staff sergeant started to wheel to face him. Kyle was waiting for that, and he rushed forward, a whip-baton raised high. But the staff sergeant had been feinting, too. He’d never intended to close with Mike. With a lightning-quick move, he pushed back into Kyle, whose swing went over the staff sergeant’s back, missing him completely. His shoulder slammed into Kyle’s chest, pinning his arm high and out of effectiveness. Still pushing, he brought a leg around behind Kyle’s, tripping him and driving the gang member into the paved street. Kyle grunted and tried to move out from under the staff sergeant, but a knee to the side of his head knocked him out cold.

With a catlike move, the staff sergeant was on his feet just as Mike started forward to help Kyle.

“Really?” the staff sergeant asked. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Mike stopped and looked around at the other three. He held up his hands, palms forward, and said, “Look, I don’t—”

Something flew through the air and hit the staff sergeant in the back of the head. It was a glancing blow, but enough to send him to his hands and knees. He groaned and tried to stagger to his feet to meet Mike, but he fell back to the ground.

But it wasn’t Mike that was the threat. It was Leach and Ogie, stepping out from a door well.

“I got him!” Ogie crowed.

Leach stalked up to the staff sergeant, who’d just tried to stand again, but fell back.

“So, we’re soft, are we?” Leach asked, gloating.

Winston felt a pang of guilt. The staff sergeant had inferred Swabians were soft, but he hadn’t actually said it. Winston had taken liberal license with that.

The staff sergeant put his hand on the alley surface and tried to push himself upright, but Leach stepped in and kicked the hand away, sending the trooper crashing back down.

“I don’t think we’re soft. Do you, Ogie?”

“Sure don’t,” Ogie said, his eyes gleaming with excitement. For someone who had been hesitant to take the Cavalier staff sergeant on, he sure seemed into it now.

“In fact, I think it’s the mercs who’re soft. Just fighting long enough to get paid. Then coming here to Danube like big shots, spending your dirty money, flirting with our women. That’s what I call soft. But I’ll show you hard.”

Leach reached into his pocket and pulled out a flick-blade. With a twist of his wrist, the six-inch blade looked wickedly sharp in his hand.

Winston took a step forward, intending to shout out, but his throat froze up. 

“Hey, Leach. Kyle said nothing serious,” Ogie said, sounding unsure again.

“If I’m not mistaken, that’s Kyle over there sleeping like a baby. I don’t think he’s in position to make any decisions. Do you?”

“But...the cops—”

“Which is why we’re in Tinker Alley. The cams have been down here for years.”

Which was true. At night, Tinker Alley became a place where tourists could find adult companions by the hour, and they didn’t want their proclivities recorded. 

“I don’t know...” Ogie said, looking to Mike for support, who just shrugged.

“I do. I’m about to cut me a merc and see how they bleed.”

“Fuck you,” Staff Sergeant Morales said as he tried to get up a third time. “My buddies are going to come and kick your Danubian asses.”

Leach put his foot on the staff sergeant’s shoulder and gave it a shove, sending the man head over heels and on his back. “I want you to watch this while I gut you.”

“No!” Winston shouted, breaking into a charge. Whatever had frozen him before had vanished.

Leach looked up in surprise as he saw him, then said, “Sorry, dink. This one’s mine.”

That misunderstanding was all Winston needed. By the time it registered in Leach’s mind that Winston was targeting him and not the staff sergeant, it was too late. A hundred and fifty pounds of pent up anger, a hundred and fifty pounds of guilt, a hundred and fifty pounds of being an abandoned outcast, hit Leach in the chest, sending them both crashing to the ground and sending the flick-blade flying. 

Winston scrambled to keep his position as he rained blows on the bigger teenager. Leach tried to fight back, but the pure power in Winston’s fusillade of punches forced him to go on the defensive. Winston wasn’t picking his shots. He screamed, a primal explosion of pure animal fury as he hit whatever he could: shoulders, hands, chest. But enough of the blows broke through to hit Leach in the face to take effect. Blood spurted from busted lips, spraying back on Winston, inciting even more violence in each blow.

“Fuck, Winston, get off him!” Mike shouted, arms around him and pulling him off the mangled Leach. Winston wasn’t done, however, and he kept fighting, clawing at his ex-best friend. Mike managed to jerk him free, but suddenly he was gone, off of him, and Winston jumped back on a now unresponsive Leach. Without much power, the closed-fist punches turned to slaps.

“Why, Leach? How did you turn so damned shitty? We were friends, once.”

Strong arms wrapped around his chest, pinning his arms and slowly pulling him off Leach as Winston fought to get back at him.

“I’m going to let you go now, OK?”

It took a moment for the question to sink in, and suddenly, Winston was spent. His arms felt like lead. The arms holding him dropped away, and Winston slowly turned to see the staff sergeant standing there, blood pouring down the side of his head, staining the collar and shoulder of his yellow shirt red. Mike lay unmoving at his feet. There was no sign of Ogie.

“Well, I almost let my ego write a bigger check than I could cash,” the staff sergeant said with a laugh.

“Almost?”

“Touché, son. I mean, Win. Yeah, you’re right. If you hadn’t come in all berserker, my momma’s favorite son would have been in deep kimchi.”

Winston felt empty. He’d been so alive—so powerful—just a moment ago, and as he’d seen Leach’s blood, as he’d smelled it, he’d felt fantastic. Now as he looked at Leach, he felt drained, emotionally and physically.

“Is he dead?” he asked, barely raising more than a passing curiosity.

“Fucked up good, but no, his chest is moving. He’ll be hurtin’ for certain tomorrow, though. That was some beating you gave him.”

Winston shrugged.

“Well, saved my ass, too, so thanks.”

“I guess we’d better call the cops,” Winston said

“Why?”

“Look at this. Four bodies. Three if Boity there gets away.”

The staff sergeant looked to where Boity was trying to crawl off for a moment, then ignored him and turned back to Winston. “Look, unless I miss my guess, this alley isn’t the type that has working surveillance.”

“How did you know?” Winston asked.

“Hah! I’ve been a Cavalier for eighteen years. Every city on Earth, and every planet inhabited by man, has their own Tinker Alley, whatever the local name is. So, no surveillance, no reason why we can’t just walk on.”

“I’m not sure...”

“Well, you can stay, but I’ve got a dinner engagement.”

“But your head!”

The staff sergeant wiped some of the blood off the side of his head, looked and it, then wiped his hands on his pants.

“I heard this Texas Dave’s got great BBQ.”

“Well, yes. Best in Bergmanntown.”

“Then I’m going.”

“But—”

“Look, if I go to the hospital, they’re going to want to glue me up, then keep me there for observation. The cops might want to come talk to me. No matter what, I’m going to be there until morning, and I’ve got a shuttle to catch at ten-hundred hours. So I’ve got two choices. I can go to this Texas Dave’s and enjoy a cold pitcher of beer and BBQ with my peers, or I can go sit in a hospital all night. Get my point?”

“Yeah, but—”

“No buts about it. Well, this ‘but.’ Back at my table, I told you to go back to school.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m serious about that. We need smart, educated troopers, not cannon fodder.” He reached into his pocket and took out a heavy coin. “Have you ever heard of a golden ticket?”

“No, Staff Sergeant.”

“No biggie. It’s from some old 20th Century movie. But you take this challenge coin. You graduate and take the VOWs. Get yourself a combined score of at least eight hundred—”

“Not a two thousand?” Winston asked with a laugh. 

“Hard to do when a perfect score is an eleven hundred and sixty-seven. First Sergeant Murdock got a thousand and twelve, the highest score ever, and no insult intended, but you can’t hold a candle to him. But you finish school, you get yourself in shape...”

“And then what?”

“And then you use that golden ticket. You enlist in Cartwright’s Cavaliers, the best damned company known to man, that’s what. Show that challenge coin to any recruiter.”

“You mean...”

“I mean you’re in. Well, you’re in to see if you’re really made of the right stuff. You’ll still have to get through cadre. And from the way you were huffing and puffing today, I think you’ll need the entire next year to get in shape if you’re going to make it through.”

“I will. I promise.”

“You know, I believe you.”

“Of course, that’s if I survive a year,” Winston said, nodding at the three still-unmoving bodies at their feet. “I imagine they’ll be pretty pissed.”

“Pissed and scared shitless, I’d say. You were a freaking animal! And if they try any shit, well, if you’re going to be a Cavalier, you need to be able to stand up for yourself. Don’t back down.”

The staff sergeant held out a bloody hand. Winston took it, keeping his face steady and holding back the grimace as the trooper squeezed.

“Good man. Well, I’m off for some ribs. See you in a year,” he said, spinning around and striding off, whistling again, probably picking up the song right where he’d cut off before.

Winston watched him reach the end of the alley and turn out of sight. He looked back down at his “golden ticket.” It really hadn’t hit him yet. He didn’t have to stay on Danube. He had an option, and not just any option. Cartwright’s Cavaliers!

But like the staff sergeant said, he wasn’t ready. No problem. He had a year to get in shape, a year to prepare for the VOWs.

No shit. The Cavaliers.

He stepped over Leach and walked out of Tinker Alley, whistling “The Brown-Eyed Lady.”

* * * * *
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Scutum-Centaurus Arm, Cimarron (Middle Region)

Water lapped at the support stanchion. Only a few stars could be seen through the gaudy lightshow of Starport Ax’ti’abraz. The ocean-based facility occupied too much space, welcomed too many alien ships. It had become its own living, breathing entity. The maqreal wanted to be somewhere else. 

A hostile planet. A war. Anywhere else. 

Maqreal Qi’anek, general of the Xiq’tali Fourth Brigade, used a foreclaw to scratch the top of his carapaced head. Slow and deliberate, he tried to rub the tired from his brain. 

Maqranus Dea’kan, second in command of the brigade, stood nearby. His six legs relaxed, dipping his body toward the overlook’s deck. His foreclaws rested easily on the rail. 

“Qi,” he started, in the clicks, thuds, and hisses of the Xiq’tali language. “We will do something. We cannot let such a thing go unavenged.” 

“I know, Dea, but the brigade is tired. I’m tired. The operation on Shamus-7 was better than we hoped, but hard on our soldiers. They need to recover before we throw them back into the fire.” 

“The fire of gentle water.” Dea’kan snapped his claws before pointing toward the darkness of the ocean. He turned toward Qi. 

“When did we last train to fight underwater?” the maqreal asked, shaking his head from side to side. He tapped the points of his legs in sequence as he ticked off the years. “Too long, my friend. Space has changed us.” 

“Space or in there,” Maqranus Dea’kan nodded toward the water, “what’s the difference? The Selroth are coming.” 

“The Selroth are pretenders. They want us to come after them, come into their domain, where they reign supreme.” 

“Do you believe that, Maqreal?” 

The older Xiq’tali stilled and watched the water, thinking long and hard before answering. “No. It’s what they want us to believe. Even without training, they will rue the day they threatened the spaceport, threatened us! Pass the word, Dea. Tomorrow we take the brigade into the ocean. When this is over, only one mercenary group will remain who calls the sea home.” 

* * *
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Rows of crab-like warriors filled the remote landing pad, their flechette launchers bristling under the morning sun. With weapons pods wired into their nervous systems, each Xiq’tali was a walking mini-tank, effective in most forms of combat. 

Special warriors stood apart, bigger, bred to carry heavy loads for on-planet operations. With rocket launchers on their shellbacks, they established a formidable presence among the regular infantry. The mobility of foot soldiers, with the firepower of a heavy tank. It didn’t get any better than that. 

No banners waved in honor of Fourth Brigade. No music played to march them to war. The unit’s colors and battle streamers were plastered on a bulkhead inside the command ship orbiting far above. The unit’s storied history a backdrop in a little-used conference room. 

Maqreal Qi’anek glanced at his deputy, eyestalk bobbing up and down as a signal to begin. 

Maqranus Dea’kan spoke into an amplifier held by an aide. “The maqreal has a few words before we begin the next chapter in Fourth Brigade’s tale.” 

The aide scampered toward Qi. He held out one of his manipulator arms into which the aide pressed the amplifier. The maqreal tapped the soldier’s shell in thanks with one of his massive foreclaws. 

“Fourth Brigade,” Qi began slowly, eyes starting to the left of the formation and moving until he’d taken in the entirety of the soldiers under his command, “It is our mission to seize these waters from the Selroth. They’ve established a presence here where they can scream at the universe, ‘Look at us! We rule the seas.’” 

The maqreal shook his eyestalks from side to side. His six legs adjusted, lifting his body and head higher. 

“They only rule the seas because we haven’t been there. Not until today. They will know the pain all our enemies feel. They will know what it’s like to flee as cowards flee. They will know fear. Their brazen claims to the sea have gone unchallenged. Until now. Take heart, soldiers of the Fourth Brigade. They will fight to keep what they have. You will fight harder to take it from them. They will not yield gracefully, but they will yield. We will not stop until the sea is ours. These are your orders. You will follow them until we declare victory. We will accept nothing less. Victory.” 

In unison, Fourth Brigade soldiers clicked and hissed, “Victory.” Company commanders started barking orders and, one by one, the units marched toward the edge of the platform and over, into the dark waters beyond. Halfway through the formation, Maqreal Qi’anek and Maqranus Dea’kan scuttled into line and jumped with the soldiers, hitting the water with barely a splash and following the others down, using their shells to glide forward and downward, twisting and adjusting to control the direction of their descent. 

The leaders followed the line of soldiers angling down toward the sea floor. It wasn’t deep under the spaceport, the reason it had been established where it was, but the ocean sank to fantastic depths not far away. The Xiq’tali couldn’t survive the depths of the trenches. If the Selroth were able to withstand the crushing pressure, they’d be out of reach. The operation would end before it began. But no. They were biologics, soft and squishy in a relative universe. They couldn’t survive the deep. Or could they?

Qi couldn’t think about things like that. Such worries led to failure. Failure meant deaths. He’d lost enough soldiers in his lifetime. He didn’t need to lose more.

More than necessary. 

Puffs of sand and silt marked where each soldier hit. The darkness turned to a greenish-gray as the Xiq’tali eyes adjusted. 

The clicks and thuds of the race’s language traveled well underwater, the sound comforting to Qi. “It is soothing, is it not?” he asked his old friend.

“From the sea we came, to the sea we return. Fire and flame no longer burn while the pincers grip and waters churn...” he replied, quoting the epic poem, The Rise of the Xiq’tali. 

“They will churn black with Selrothian blood. The ink from our enemies will flow, Dea. Send First Battalion’s First Company forward as a reconnaissance in force. Put Four One with them. A kilometer should do it.” 

The integrated weapons pods contained a system for short range tactical communications between the brigade’s leadership. 

Maqranus Dea’kan clicked the order. The two companies scuttled forward at the double quick. The rest of the brigade remained in formation as it crawled across the sea bottom.

Company commanders issued orders to slow the forward march, giving the reconnaissance elements time to move ahead. In battle, reaction time was key. Distance gave more time.

“A little ancient-style block and line in our tactics?” the maqranus asked. 

“The Selroth like to punch and run, but the merc guild wants to see a unit with staying power. If someone wished to hire terrorists or rogues, they would do that. If someone wants a unit to pacify their seas, then we must show them we can do that. The Selroth cannot stand up to such a fight. To get the credibility we desire, we must meet them on terrain of their choosing, but on our terms. We must not let ourselves get divided or break formation. They will come to us, and we will destroy them.” 

“If they don’t come to us? How much of an empty sea must we march across before we declare victory?” 

“We know where they have established a city. Twenty kilometers away on the edge of the trench, but they have no ships or vehicles down here. It’s almost like they’re showing us their underbelly, taunting us. I know this is bait, but they cannot be prepared for what we bring or what we are prepared to do. We will raze the city, recording it for posterity’s sake. That will be our underwater portfolio. If the Selroth can’t protect their own home, no one else will pay them to protect theirs.” 

“So true.” Dea traveled beside Qi at the back of the massive formation. A special unit surrounded them, well-trained light soldiers. The maqreal’s security was paramount, though he claimed to not matter any more than any other soldier of the Fourth Brigade. 

The shockwave from an explosion slammed into them. They plowed ahead through the concussion, expecting a second, but it never came. 

“Let the thrust and parry begin,” Qi whispered. “And the first casualties.”

“Time to earn our pay,” Dea replied.

“If we have trained them well, we have earned our pay. Battles are won and lost because of them.” Qi waved a claw at the force arrayed before him. His eyestalks danced to and fro. “We can do nothing from back here except cheer them on. If we are firing our weapons, Dea, we have already lost. There will be a day when we won’t be out here at all, a day that will come all too soon.” 

“Your weapon is your mind, Maqreal. If it were to stop firing, we would all be lost.” 

“You don’t need to swirl my nethers, Dea.” Abrupt orders filtered through the comm link. First of the First and First of the Fourth were engaged. Had he sent smaller than company-sized units forward, they may have perished, crashing against ambushes and prepared defenses. “Send Four Four forward in support, and Four One, too. Let’s reinforce our people and break through. Getting bottled up is not in my battle plan.” 

* * *
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“Weapons companies have launched on the targets. Wait for it.” Both Xiq’tali leaders stopped and leaned into the expected concussion. They could see it racing toward them. The rocket barrage created an immense undersea wave, a series of water walls fleeing from the impact area. When the final passed, the report had already been made. 

“Targets destroyed. Declaring first engagement Phase Line Alpha. Recon companies are passing Alpha on my mark. Mark. Continuing forward.” 

“Belay the order to move additional companies forward?” Maqranus Dea’kan asked. 

“No. Keep them in trace, but ready to rotate into the lead after the next engagement, or five more kilometers, whichever happens first.” 

Fresh soldiers at the front because tired soldiers made mistakes. 

“Of course, Maqreal,” Dea’kan confirmed. The swirls of incoming ordnance filled the water. The Selroth had unleased a volley that Qi had not anticipated. Before he could yell for cover, the orders were given, and the Xiq’tali crouched, tucking their limbs beneath their shells, presenting the smallest possible exposed targets to the enemy missiles. 

The barrage came from directly in front and dove at random intervals. Most would fall short of the formation. Maqreal Qi’anek leaned upright, using his back legs to support himself as he lifted his front legs off the seabed, giving himself a better view of the incoming. The security detail surged in around him, kicking up dust and silt.

He waved his foreclaws to clear the water as the first missiles impacted, then the second and third as the impacts walked into the formation. Qi winced when soldiers in the blast radius were blown apart, filling the water with ichor. Ranks of troops were tossed with the concussion, but they were okay, scrambling to get back in formation. 

“Fire,” Dea’kan ordered once the coordinates of the launchers had been triangulated. Missiles raced outbound, backtracking the wakes of the incoming. They accelerated through the water and into the distance, disappearing before the explosions could register their success or failure. 

“Disperse the formation, double the frontage, and keep moving forward. If they are able to continue such barrages, we’re no better than coral, and we’ll be just as dead.”

Maqranus issued the orders that were soon carried out by the battalion and company commanders. Four battalions of four companies each, twelve remaining at closed ranks, while four companies were forward to engage the enemy and pass back information that they’d use to best deploy the brigade, delivering the right firepower at the place and time. 

“Fire another salvo, target concentric circles from the last coordinates,” Qi ordered.

Maqranus hesitated. “That could result in a great deal of wasted ordnance, Maqreal.” 

“Issue the order, please,” Qi replied in a harsh series of clicks. “I will expend every missile we have to finish this battle quickly. The Selroth have surprised me once. I don’t intend to give them the initiative again.” 

“As I was, Maqreal.” Dea bowed before getting on the comm and delivering Qi’s command. 

The Fourth Brigade suddenly seemed like a ponderous leviathan, too big to move quickly. The units on the flanks headed outboard, but in Qi’s mind, at a glacial pace. The soldiers in the middle of the formation waited for the space beside them to clear. “Hurry up!” the maqreal growled through clicks and thuds, hissing at the end of his words.

More missiles bubbled into sight. “Fire!” Qi commanded directly to his troops. After five heartbeats, Xiq’tali rockets started to launch. Staggered, not a single salvo, a series of uncoordinated launches. “We’re showing a case of ass.” 

Maqranus didn’t reply. The soldiers assumed their standard defensive posture, letting their armored shells protect them from all but a direct impact. 

The Selroth’s first line of incoming impacted in front of the formation; the second hit the front ranks. The third and fourth also landed within the formation. 

Dea’kan gave the order he knew the maqreal wanted to hear. “Hurry up! Expedite the expanded formation and get moving. Spread out on the fly. All units at the double-quick. Recon units, report.” 

Company commanders announced their orders before they scuttled forward, looking to establish their unit’s place in the line abreast formation. The soldiers spread out behind before tightening up. The space between the units grew, and the easy target of a mass formation evaporated. 

“That’s more like it. The professionalism has returned,” Qi ruminated, speaking only to himself. The security detachment moved away to give him space. 

“The professionalism never left.” The maqranus held his manipulator arm to his head as if that would clear the transmissions from the units within the brigade. “Forty dead, and the others remained in formation. They are not used to standing still while they die, yet they did it, because this is the battle we fight.” 

“They did it because they have discipline. There is no enemy in sight. What do the recon companies have to say about our counterbattery fire?” 

Dea spoke hurriedly into his comm, waited, and then spoke again. 

“First of the First is engaged with a determined enemy,” the maqranus reported. 

“A determined enemy,” Qi repeated. “A euphemism to report that they are getting their asses kicked, and victory may elude them.” 

“I’ve ordered Fourth of the First to conduct a direct action operation against the enemy engaged with the First of the First.” Dea held up one arm as a new report arrived. Qi could hear it, but he preferred getting Dea’kan’s interpretation of the information. 

“Fourth was already in the middle of a single envelopment. The enemy is flanked and suffering under their fire. The Selroth are disengaging and fleeing. First of the First is attacking through the position.” A short delay. “The enemy is eliminated.” 

“We will find that this was only an outpost, something designed to delay us or channel us a certain way. If only we could swim like the fish.” Qi started walking forward again, hurrying to close the growing gap with the brigade as the soldiers surged ahead. 

“Alas, we are stuck maneuvering along the sea floor.” Dea kept pace with the older Xiq’tali. “The current is strong here. The smell of battle has already faded.” 

“From the sea we came, to the sea we return. We commit the bodies of our dead to the deep. We pray they rest well, for in the afterlife, we will celebrate the glory of the Xiq’tali existence. The warriors who have gone before and those yet to be hatched. May we honor them and add to the legacy with today’s victory.” 

Qi’s eyestalks drooped, and he started to slow. “Move Four One and Four Four to the point, if they aren’t there already. Bring One One and Four One to the rear of the main body. They’ll assume the reserve role.” 

Dea checked the status to find that the units had already rotated. The first recon companies were sheltering in place, and would assume their position once the bulk of Fourth Brigade passed. 

“Total count of enemy dead? Do we have follow-on targets for our next missile salvo?” Qi asked. 

Dea turned to his comm and started tallying the numbers. 

“Twenty-four dead. Primary objective is ten kilometers away. No movement. No targets.” Dea kept the report to what they knew. Speculation would confuse the data. 

“We have double the casualties of the enemy?” Qi snapped.

“Triple including the losses of First Battalion’s First Company after suffering the effects of two ambushes.” 

“Launch on the city,” Qi said. 

“Is that an order?” Maqranus asked. 

Qi huffed and clicked his dismay. “It will be soon,” he conceded. “I’m sorry to say, my friend, this fight has already left a sour taste in my mouth.” 

“We will end it when the time is right. Maybe a bounding overwatch formation instead of this arena fight?” Dea suggested.

Qi’s eyestalks turned and fixed the maqranus. “How will we draw the Selroth into the fight if we chase them into hiding?” 

“We obliterate the bottom of the sea.” Dea was used to answering challenging questions from the maqreal. 

“Is that feasible?” 

“Not in the least.” The maqranus chuckled softly. “We find ourselves between a rock and a hard place.” 

“With garbage for options. We don’t have much footage with which to woo potential clients, but neither do the Selroth.” 

“The thrusts and parries continue, Maqreal.” 

Qi didn’t answer as he started skipping to increase speed. He’d push off, float forward, then angle down for another jump. It wasn’t a tactically sound movement because, while off the sea floor, the Xiq’tali was vulnerable, barely able to maneuver. The maqranus scuttled alongside, keeping pace without resorting to jumping and coasting. They traveled in silence. 

The enemy had gone to ground, as Qi had feared. The Selroth weren’t up for a running gunfight, but they were willing to take potshots at the large formations. 

“A column of squares,” Qi offered in a way that invited debate. 

“Squares? As in hollow on the inside? Give the impression of bigger units. It reduces the reaction time for claw-to-claw engagements, but may draw them out. There is no doubt that in a straight-up fight, the Selroth are inferior.” 

“There is plenty of doubt, Dea, but that isn’t to be spoken aloud before the soldiers. They must believe that every fight is theirs to lose.” 

“In this case, it is the truth as I believe it to be. The Selroth will die at our hands, and they will die today. If they swim for it, they will only die tired.” 

“Never underestimate a species’ will to survive. The Selroth must have a trick hidden, otherwise they would have never challenged the spaceport to force us into this fight. I wondered about that in the initial planning.” 

Qi used one of his manipulator hands to scratch under his chin before continuing, “The water is fresher here. It tastes more like home.” Qi hesitated. “Order the square formations. Send First Battalion wide to the left, at least five kilometers, before turning back to the front. Fourth Battalion is to do the same on the right. Second Battalion will lead the way into the Selroth city, with Third Battalion following as the strategic reserve. Consider this an operational pause before we continue forward. Have Second Battalion send out scouts to reconnoiter the approach and the town.” 

“Yes, Maqreal,” Dea confirmed, clicking and bobbing with the excitement of the change to the engagement. Training the soldiers worked to reduce reaction time, but managing the battle was an art. Qi was a master. Dea had seen the events and had alternate plans in mind, but not the correct timing. Fourth Brigade had shown their hand too early. It wasn’t Dea’s doing, but he had supported the decision.

And now they had to root out the enemy. Qi had seen it. He had known, but there was no way to be certain. 

“Your genius is unrivaled,” Maqranus Dea’kan stated. “I’m not stroking your chin plate. It simply is a fact. Nothing more.” 

“It is an opinion. I appreciate your kind words, regardless.” The formation moved slower than the silt the soldiers kicked up. Soon, the entire area was clouded. “The currents have changed.” 

“Moving slower, stopping. What could cause that, Maqreal?” 

“I do not know. Anything from the flanks or lead?” 

“No one is reporting.”

“No one? Check the comm.” 

“Comm is down. Take cover!” Dea replied and ordered in a rush of words, shouting the clicks and thuds that would carry through the dense water. The call was picked up and repeated until it spread across the formation. 

Qi and Dea crouched while the security detachment closed in around them. 

After two minutes of nothing, Qi belted out new orders. “Flanking units, execute a platoon-sized screening element. Fourth Brigade, prepare to move out on my command.” The water carried the clicks of his orders to the nearest soldiers, who repeated it until the sea was filled with the Xiq’tali leader’s words. 

“Do the Selroth speak Xiq’tali?” Dea asked conversationally. 

“I always assume they do until we confirm that they don’t. It’s best to err on the side of caution. Any ideas on what caused the current to change?”

“Water cannons? A migration of sea creatures? A ship?” Dea guessed.

The silt cleared and the formation appeared. “I suspect our comms are back.” 

The maqranus verified before repeating the orders. Once the units confirmed their execution, he ordered Fourth Brigade to move. The security detachment spread out, giving the brigade’s commander and deputy space to privately converse. 

“Prepare to launch a coordinated missile salvo on my command,” Qi said softly. 

“What is the target, Maqreal?” Dea hesitated. 

“You will have that shortly. Where is Second Battalion? As in, how close are they to the Selroth city? What have the scouts seen?” 

Maqranus Dea’kan hunched into himself to concentrate on the reports, visualizing the information on the weapon pod map. 

“The town is concealed by a water wall filled with silt and dirt.”

“It appears that is what happened to the current, but it should not have affected our communications.” The maqreal’s words were spoken as fact, not conjecture. “Let’s get some eyestalks on the water cannon that is generating the artificial current. Issue the coordinates, and destroy it. Reload and prepare to fire based on what is revealed when the silt settles.” 

“First Battalion will be firing over Second,” Dea advised. 

“The water cannon will not be danger-close. Make sure the coordinates are clear. Prepare Second and Third Battalions to engage if comms are lost again. Mission orders are to destroy the jammers first, then the water cannons, and finally prevent any Selroth from leaving the city.” 

The concussion from a distant explosion added an exclamation point to the maqreal’s order. 

“Hurry now,” Qi advised. 

Maqranus Dea’kan spoke quickly into his communication system. He issued the orders and received confirmation, as the waves from three new blasts swept by. 

Swirls of outbound missiles suggested Fourth Battalion had engaged the attackers to their right. 

Comm faded to white noise. 

“Now we wait, Maqranus.” 

Qi and Dea had moved close enough to see the rear of Third Battalion’s expanded square formation, but nothing from the First Battalion. Rockets raced from the unit to their front, heading toward the left flank as well as the right flank. 

“Interesting,” Qi pondered. 

A massive explosion rocked the sea floor. A blinding flash was followed by the darkness of the debris cloud. Qi stumbled, and a member of the security detachment rushed to his side to steady him. Dea skittered back and forth but stayed upright. 

“No comms,” Dea reported as he started his search for answers. 

“A nuke,” Qi stated. “Fallout won’t affect us or our equipment. Who was caught in the blast?” 

Dea and Qi craned their eyestalks and adjusted their positions, stretching upward to get a better look. 

“Nowhere near, I think. But it seemed to come from our right.” 

Dea continued to look for an answer, seeking a visual cue. 

Ahead, rockets raced into the space above Third Battalion. They were launching at something. Dea and Qi both turned their heads in the hope of hearing the clicks and thuds of the firing order, but the sea remained stirred up, and the commander and his deputy were on the outside looking in. 

“Shall we?” Qi asked, not waiting for an answer. He moved forward briskly. Dea fell in beside him. The security contingent encircled them, creating a barrier. Explosions reverberated, syncopated, a mixture of intensities, broken only by the sounds of another battle fought farther away. 

Third Battalion moved forward, transitioning from the box formation into a traditional V, putting two thirds of the force forward and one back. It brought maximum firepower to bear on anything before it, while retaining the flexibility to quickly change orientation. 

The realization came to them both at the same time. Second Battalion was supposed to be in front of Third. Where had they gone?
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