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Medical, Horde Transport Ship EMS War Pony, Hyperspace, One Year Ago

Sergeant Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos opened his eyes, then closed them instantly as the light threatened to make his head explode. He grunted and opened them a sliver to look around. 

“Take it slow, Spartan; you took a pretty good blow.” He heard a female voice he recognized—one of the medics—but he couldn’t remember her name.

“Okay,” Spartan said and relaxed back onto the bed with a sigh. “Why are we back on the ship? What the hell happened?” 

“We’re in hyperspace on the way home, and you’ve been out for about a week. We kept you in a coma due to a head injury so we could give the nanites more time to work. You should expect to be groggy for a few more hours, but hey, at least you woke up. That’s a start.”

He remembered being ambushed while on patrol and calling for backup, but after that...nothing.

“The rest of my unit?”

“I’m sorry, Spartan; you were the only survivor. From what I heard, you were hit with overwhelming force.”

Another voice he recognized chimed in, “That’s enough, Hannah.” Lieutenant Jacob ‘Hazard’ Quinn, his platoon leader, added, “We’ll debrief him later.”

He heard footsteps moving away and dared to open his eyes again. It hurt a bit less this time as he looked up at Hazard. “Sir, I don’t know what—”

“We’ll cover it later, Spartan. Take a day to get back on your feet, then we’ll go over what we know. We completed the contract, and we’re on our way home. Contrary to what you might be thinking, you did just fine.” With that, he turned and walked out of the sick bay, leaving Spartan alone with his thoughts.

Spartan worked back through the engagement. He was on patrol on the last day of the contract; it should have been a cake walk. There were no indications of an attack...and then they were ambushed. He remembered being hit from behind, but nothing after that.

* * *
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A few days later, Spartan sat in the ready room and went over the after-action report. He shook his head. “How the hell did we not see them? I know we had active sweeps going, and there wasn’t supposed to be any resistance!”

Hazard spoke up first. “Spartan, we don’t know. That’s the problem. They must have had some sort of jamming technology we haven’t seen before; even the sensors at base didn’t catch them, nor did we know we were being jammed. Second Squad managed to take half of them out before the primary force withdrew, but apparently there was another group that completely eliminated the squad.”

Spartan looked down at his hands. “So, I’m responsible for the loss of two squads, and yet I somehow made it out?”

“That’s enough! This was not your fault, and I don’t need you dealing with survivor’s guilt. You did your job. You are not responsible for this.” 

“Right.” He didn’t see how that could be. He’d lost people before, but always in a straight-up fight—never to something like this. “Is that all, sir?”

Hazard sighed. “Dismissed, Spartan. You’ll be on light duty until we get back home and can get your head fully checked out. Meanwhile, the techs are looking over the information we gathered to see what we can do to prevent it from happening again.”

Spartan nodded and stood—barely hearing anything else that was said—then exited the room and headed for his bunk. He spent the rest of the journey home handling the duties he was assigned, but his desire for combat was gone.

* * *
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CASPer Hangar, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth

Spartan stood looking up at his CASPer, which had been cleaned and repaired. It looked brand new hanging from the lifter on the wall, along with the rest of the mechs for his new squad. He had been cleared for action again by Medical, but he didn’t feel ready for it. He looked at the cockpit, and all he could think about was the squad he’d lost.

“Are you waiting for an engraved invitation, Spartan?” Hazard asked, his voice coming over Spartan’s pinplants.

“I’m not sure about this, sir,” he commed.

“Climb in, and let’s get you checked out. It’s just a few sims.”

Spartan stood still for another moment, then put on his helmet, climbed into the CASPer, and hooked up his pinplants through the access ports in his helmet. Within a couple of minutes, he had the canopy closed and dropped from the lifter. “Spartan’s ready to move,” he sent over the squadnet.

Over the next hour, he went through several combat simulations but couldn’t find it in him to engage as strongly as he used to. He knew his performance wasn’t good; even he could tell he wasn’t ready for combat.

* * *
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HQ Building, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth

“Well, Spartan,” Colonel Sansar Enkh, the commander of the Golden Horde, said, “I’ve got a request to end your contract. Are you sure about that?”

“Yes, ma’am. I just don’t have it anymore.” Spartan hated the idea of leaving the Horde, but he knew he couldn’t face combat again; in his condition, he would be putting his squad mates’ lives in danger.

“Obviously, I don’t want to send someone into combat who can’t cut it, and your scores lately are, to put it bluntly, Besquith shit. However, I’m not ready to cut you loose just yet.”

Spartan arched an eyebrow. “Ma’am?”

Sansar leaned forward in her chair, propped her elbows on the desk and steepled her fingers in front of her. “What if we transferred you, instead? You may not be ready to be in a CASPer right now, but I think I know you well enough to know you’re not ready to be a civilian, either.”

“Well, no ma’am, but as you said...” His voice trailed off.

“I know you’re a closet hacker, Spartan. You know we monitor everything. The games you’ve modified are a hit among the troops, and your skills are solid. Even when you first signed up, you could have gone the intel route.”

“Yes, ma’am...it’s a fun hobby.”

Sansar grinned. “How about we turn it into a profession? How would you like to join the network operations center as an intel specialist? Maybe you can help figure out what happened to your squad and make sure it never happens again.”

Spartan blinked—he’d never considered a non-combat job or that he had the skills to be an intelligence specialist. 

“You have an hour to think about it. If you want the job, report to Major Good. If not, we’ll cut your release papers, you’ll get a recommendation, a standard severance package, and your ‘plants will be deactivated.”

Spartan smiled; he was being given a chance to stay with the Golden Horde—the only company he’d ever wanted to work for. He made his choice immediately. “I’ll take it. I’ll go let Major Good know right now.”

“Very well. Dismissed.”

* * * * *
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Computer Operations, Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth

Staff Sergeant Markus ‘Spartan’ Nicolos stared at the Tri-V displays in front of him. The data scrolling over them would have been a blur to anyone else, but for him, it was a routine day. Unless he had to crack encryption, his pinplants—implants in his skull that allowed him to process data faster—made checking the data simple. He monitored the normal transmissions of trade ships and the refueling and re-arming of other mercenary companies’ combat vessels; none of it was out of the ordinary. The Golden Horde’s network operations center held the best hackers and hardware on the planet, and they paid the best rates to make sure of it. Nicolos was evidence of this policy.

He could think much faster than most people with his pinplants, especially those who weren’t in the Golden Horde. Markus—and every other member of the Horde—had four implants instead of the standard two that most outside the Horde got. Spartan had a knack for it and could multi-task at the speed of thought. The added abilities the four pinplants gave him were one of the advantages of the Horde, and a major part of why people very rarely left the company of their own accord. His eyes swept the ops center. At any given moment, every person within view was analyzing multiple pieces of intelligence simultaneously and, just like him, effortlessly. 

The room was bustling, as always. Analysts moved from one terminal to another, cross-checking the data they were reviewing and comparing notes. Occasionally, someone junior would come to Markus with a problem decrypting a code or with a piece of intel that required further attention, and he would give them additional instructions. If it were a decryption problem, he would usually find the sequence quickly and take the time to explain how he did it. Markus considered part of his job to not only fix issues but teach those junior to him how he fixed them. No one knew why—not even him—but he had a knack for decryption, which was why his specialty had become communications exploitation.

Occasionally, Markus would come upon something of moderate interest and would assign it to a junior member of the team to research further. His mandate was to look for things that would either mean a profit for the company or a competitive advantage in the mercenary industry. Having been a CASPer—Combat Assault System, Personal—pilot previously, he had a different view on what might be useful. He wished he were stationed on Karma or on a ship as an intelligence officer, where there was more action and an increased chance of intercepting something juicy, but for now he was happy enough on Earth. All Golden Horde ships caught every transmission they could and brought them home for further analysis, anyway.

Rolling his head to the left and right, he felt a satisfying crack in his neck and sighed as he felt the release of tension; he was ready to be off. His mind strayed, thinking about playing the old video game he’d remastered for virtual reality in his spare time. He grinned to himself—that was the same programming hobby that had been responsible for his getting to stay in the Horde.

Technically, with his ‘plants, he could play his game and still do his job, but that kind of distraction could easily get people killed. A red line on his screen and a dinging alarm in his head demanded his attention, and he sat upright. All thoughts of extracurricular activities vacated his mind as he focused all his processing power on the transmission. As he translated the symbols flowing in front of his eyes, he knew something was wrong. The automated decryption package recognized it as an already-cracked code and had started decrypting the message, but it hit a block as another encryption kicked in. This one was new. As he read through what was already decrypted, he frowned and yelled, “What the actual fuck!” 

He realized what he’d done immediately as several people around him glanced over, and a few chuckles could be heard. He shrugged and sent a call through his ‘plants to the major. “Sir, we have a situation that requires your immediate attention.”

Major James Good, the center’s director, showed up with a look of annoyance on his face. “I gathered that, based on your outburst. What have you got?”

“Sir, both platoons from Delta Company are leaving on contract soon, and I just intercepted a transmission from an outbound vessel which mentioned the Horde transport carrying them.”

The major crossed his arms over his chest, sighed, and raised an eyebrow in a “tell me more” look. “Perhaps you’d like to start at the beginning and pretend I didn’t just join you in the middle of whatever thought you’re having. For example, yes, we all know they are going on a mission, and there are any number of transmissions that mention the Horde every day. What makes this so important, Spartan?” 

Nicolos’ eyes never left his screens as he handed a slate to the major and mirrored the data that was already decrypted to it as he worked on the new code. 

Major Good took the slate and frowned. As Spartan was well aware, it showed information that should not be there. It showed the exact times of the ship’s departure and intended arrival at their contracted system’s home world, as well as the loadout of the company embarked.

“Carry on. Good work, Spartan.” Major Good nodded as he stored the information from the slate and put it back down in front of Markus. “Keep on it and get the rest of the message; I’ll alert the boss.”

Markus nodded and activated the soundtrack of “Halo,” a video game from the past, with his pinplants. The music helped him concentrate, and his eyes lost focus as he dove deeper into the communications net and his decryption programs. He used his pinplants to track the communication’s origin and destination, as well as decrypt the rest of the message. He no longer saw the world around him, just scrolling lines of code as he worked to untangle them.

* * *

[image: ]


Sergeant Carrie Baker, seated across from Nicolos, had overheard the conversation and frowned slightly. Carrie had been working under him since he came into the group as a decryption specialist, and she had gotten to know him fairly well. If Markus was that focused, this had to be pretty big. She also knew the look on his face and came around the console to set two bottles of water and a couple of protein bars in front of him, knowing he wouldn’t come out anytime soon. She stood over Markus, smiled slightly, and wondered absently if he would ever notice her. She leaned down to whisper in his ear, “Food and water are in front of you, Spartan.”

She looked back as she walked away and smiled to herself as he nodded. He picked up and opened a bottle of water, left just where she knew he’d reach for it. Maybe one day he’d realize... but probably not. He was her superior anyway, so it couldn’t happen.

Curious, she sat down and attempted to access what he was working on to see if she could help, and she found he had locked it down so only he could access it. Markus was like a dog with a bone once he started on something, and he never wanted anyone else messing with it. It was one of his quirks that were tolerated because he always produced results.

* * *
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As Major Good walked away from Markus’ station, he put in a call to Colonel Sansar Enkh. Using his pinplants, it looked as if she were standing in front of him.

She answered immediately, “Yes, Major?”

“We have a problem,” Major Good said, and he filled her in on what Markus had found.

“That is indeed a problem. Do we have anything else?”

“Not yet, but you know Spartan; he’ll spend the next few hours digging out everything he can.”

She responded after a moment of silence. “Yes. Don’t let him get to the point of exhaustion this time. That contract is a defensive one—we’re supposed to set up defenses for the locals and train them on how to operate them for six months. The group will have a company of CASPers for protection, which should suffice. Still, let’s change our encryption to one of our unused backups and send out a message so our units know to keep their eyes peeled.”

“Will do.” Good cut the connection and sent the orders.

* * *
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Several hours later, Markus rubbed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. As he had worked, he had consumed both bottles of water and both protein bars without even thinking about them. The shift had changed, but as was often the case when he delved deeply into something, they’d let him work. He smiled. In the past, they’d had to interrupt him a couple of times while he was working, out of concern for his health. A dead technician was no good to the Horde. 

After he shut down his terminal, he headed over to Major Megetu Enkh, the current shift director, who was making her rounds. The woman was always in motion, and Markus wondered if she ever sat down. As Markus approached, Enkh turned her attention to him. “Yes, Spartan? Major Good briefed me on what you found; good catch. Were you able to get any more details?” 

“A few,” Markus said with a nod, “although I didn’t crack all of it. The ship the message originated from was a MinSha trading vessel, and it was sent to another MinSha trading vessel that’s in orbit. It doesn’t make sense, though; the ship that transmitted was the one leaving, and the one that received it is still in orbit. Also, the data that was further encrypted was a supply list. Although it looked like it was meant for a defensive contract, it wasn’t anything like one of ours. It was weird; there were a couple of items tagged with ‘Asbaran Solutions’ on them, but Asbaran normally doesn’t do defensive ops. I didn’t dig any further once I saw that, but I could...” He raised an eyebrow.

The Golden Horde, out of professional courtesy, did not typically look at the transmissions of the other Four Horsemen—Cartwright’s Cavaliers, Winged Hussars, and Asbaran Solutions. Enkh furrowed her brows. “That is indeed unusual. I’ll run it by the boss and let you know. She’ll probably talk to Colonel Shirazi about it. What do we know about the ship still in orbit?”

Markus shrugged. “Standard trading vessel and schedule. It arrived yesterday, landed, did some offloading and onloading, and returned to orbit this morning. Scheduled for departure in a few hours at the next gate opening.”

Enkh nodded. “Go get some food and rest, Spartan. We’ll keep a close eye on it. We can handle anything else that comes in from it.”

Markus nodded his thanks and headed for the door for some much-needed food and rest. After a quick meal, where he mulled over the information he’d seen, he headed back to his quarters and quickly fell asleep.

* * *
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Asbaran Solutions HQ, Houston, TX, Earth

A knock on the door distracted Colonel Sargon Shirazi, commander of Asbaran Solutions, from the stack of paperwork on his desk. “Yes?” he asked. 

His XO entered, a grim look on his face. “There’s a call from Colonel Enkh from the Horde; she indicated it’s urgent.”

“It’s got to be after midnight over there. If she’s calling at this hour, I’m sure it is. Put her through.” He picked up his slate and answered in voice-only mode. “What’s up? I didn’t think we had any contracts together now.”

“We don’t,” Enkh answered, “but I thought you’d want to know that my intelligence group picked up some information on one of your current contracts.”

Shirazi frowned to himself. He knew the Horde had the best intelligence division on Earth, and one of the best in the galaxy, but he also knew they didn’t go after the information of other Horsemen...usually. “Okay, you have my attention.”

“Don’t worry, we weren’t spying on you. The information was picked up by one of my analysts from a transmission between two MinSha trading vessels.”

“Wait, two MinSha trading vessels were communicating about one of my contracts?” The frown on his face grew deeper.

“It almost looks like a bill of lading for a defensive contract, but at least a few of the items seem to be yours. We didn’t follow it any further, as I wanted to talk to you about it first, but I figured you’d want to know about it. I’m sending the list over to you now.”

Shirazi read over the file and saw it included troop identifiers and equipment details, as well as supplies. He could feel his face getting hot. “Yes,” he said, trying to keep his voice level, “that is for Moorhouse—one of our upcoming contracts. The target is...Well, suffice it to say that having this information out in public isn’t good. Let me know if you stumble onto anything else, would you?”

“Of course, Colonel; you know we will.” She cut the transmission.

He pushed the data to his XO’s attention. Things were going to get messy, but not for his troops. He’d see to that.

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Emergence Zone, Uninhabited System 

Seven days later, the MinSha vessel Ocean Trader, outbound from Earth, emerged in an uninhabited system. There were no ore deposits to onload there—they had all been mined out—no habitable planets, and nothing else worth going there for. Even though the crew didn’t expect there to be other ships present, as soon as their ship emerged, they used its mercenary-grade passive sensors to search the area. 

Sensor Technician Pranayl quickly reported, “No contacts, ma’am; the area is clear.”

Captain Caranayl nodded. “Maximum speed to our destination.”

The vessel was slow to gain speed, being a bulk transport, and it took a full day for Captain Caranayl to reach her destination.

Through the journey, the ship remained at yellow status—a step down from battle stations—so that shifts could rotate, allowing everyone enough rest to be fresh. Eventually Pranayl reported, “Contact with the buoy has been established via passive sensors; it is exactly where expected and in passive mode.”

“Very well,” Caranayl responded. “Transmit the code via standard protocols and carry out the data retrieval.”

The ship used a tight-beam communications laser, virtually undetectable unless there happened to be someone directly in its path. A code was sent to the buoy to disarm the on-board explosives that would have destroyed it if active sensors had been used. The data was retrieved, and fresh data deposited. Several minutes later, Pranayl reported, “Transmission successful. Buoy has been re-armed and are we ready for departure.”

“Best speed to the gate,” the captain ordered. “We should just make it for the next window.”

The Ocean Trader turned and accelerated toward the stargate. The process was slow as they first had to shed their forward momentum. The communications officer decrypted the data they had received, but left the message traffic unopened as she was not cleared for it.

Captain Caranayl moved to her quarters and reviewed the data, her antennae clicking in annoyance. As usual lately, most of her data cargo was encrypted. The only thing that had been decrypted by her communication officer was her next destination. She was paid well, but having a mystery contractor was less than ideal. All she knew was her next destination—Karma—where she would wait for further orders.

MinSha were honorable, and she would follow her orders to the letter; she had no qualms with that, although she wondered what she could be getting into when her cargo was only encrypted data.

Caranayl went back to the bridge. “Our destination is Karma. Let’s get there and get this over with.”

She knew she wasn’t the only one who disliked the current contract—the trading vessel’s crew wasn’t used to working in an environment where they didn’t know what might be around the corner. She hoped desperately that her clan had something simpler, and less frustrating, for her next contract.

* * *
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Besquith Battlecruiser BMS Flesh Ripper, Uninhabited System

Contrary to what Captain Caranayl thought, or her sensor techs saw, she wasn’t alone. A lone battlecruiser drifted in space at the edge of scanning distance, running at minimal power to avoid detection, and its crew watched the MinSha trading vessel slowly accelerate away.

“That’s it!? We just watch it go?” the Besquith weapons officer, Bestr-Ca demanded, turning to face the ship’s captain.

Captain Stor-Al growled, a sound that made other races quiver as it came from a seven-foot tall humanoid wolf with huge rows of nasty-looking teeth. “Those are our orders. We are testing the MinSha; if we destroy them, we default on the terms. Perhaps we will be contracted to kill them later, but for now, we wait here a few more days then proceed to Karma.”

Clicking his teeth, Bestr-Ca retorted, “I would kill them for free just for the sport.”

Stor-Al bared his teeth and rose from his command seat. “Don’t give me an excuse, or I’ll use you as a lesson to the pups on what happens when someone doesn’t follow orders.”

“That won’t be necessary, Captain.” Bestr-Ca lowered his head in submission and turned back to his station. 

“Notify me when they’re out of sensor range.”

Stor-Al pushed himself toward his quarters in the zero gravity of the bridge. He growled after the door shut behind him in frustration. He, too, was annoyed that his ship was sent to just watch, when he could have been on a lucrative combat contract. Although, this contract paid well, he had no idea why. All his ship was supposed to do was remain undetected and try to intercept the transmission to and from the buoy. A few more days, and he could head out of this worthless system and hopefully do something more rewarding.

* * *
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Two days later, a knock came at his door. “Come,” he called.

“Sir, the MinSha vessel has gone through the stargate,” one of the newer members of his crew reported. 

“Very well, back to work.”

The crew member, whose name Stor-Al had not learned, scurried away. Stor-Al returned to the bridge and settled into his command chair. “Sound battle stations.”

A few glances were exchanged, but no one questioned the order. Throughout the ship, a klaxon loud enough to wake the dead sounded, which warned the crew of impending battle. Hatches were closed against possible atmosphere loss, and crew members not essential during a space engagement strapped in wherever they were or could get to quickly.

Stor-Al watched the Tri-V displays with satisfaction as every station reported ready for battle in only a few minutes. “Take us out to five light seconds, then bring us back toward the buoy. Give the weapons crews a high-speed pass. Zero spin. They could use the practice after sitting around here. Engage with lasers only.”

Even one of the 100-megawatt lasers were overkill for the defenseless buoy, but Stor-Al didn’t want his crew rusty or bored, and hitting a small target at speed would be good practice. Leaving the ship at zero spin meant the only gravity the crew would feel would be that created by acceleration.

“Oh, and don’t forget,” he added, “active sensors will cause it to self-destruct, and if it blows up because of anything other than one of our lasers, I’ll skin the useless GenSha-lover responsible.”

A few members of the crew in the Combat Information Center—the CIC—glanced back. Most of them knew better, and simply kept their eyes on their displays.

The helmsman executed a tight turn under thrust, exposing the crew to lateral g-forces as the ship skewed around to turn back toward the buoy. It was difficult to detect from this distance using only passive sensors, so the crew had to watch closely and be ready with their targeting solutions to hit it.

The buoy appeared on passive sensors only as a small dot visible on the desert planet behind it, and it would be in range for roughly a minute. Stor-Al watched carefully as the first few laser bursts missed the target, but one finally connected, turning the communications buoy into scrap metal. The only fun part of the mission completed, Stor-Al was ready to move on.

“Very good,” he said as he nodded in approval. “Stand down from battle stations. Set course for the stargate and Karma.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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Deployment Planet, The Golden Horde, One Year Ago

Spartan’s CASPer squad was on a routine patrol of the perimeter. All of the patrols had been uneventful on this contract so far, but he remained alert. While the rest of his squad generally paid attention to their surroundings, there was casual banter, and his squad laughed at a rather crude joke told by the squad’s junior member. Spartan laughed along, shaking his head as he glanced at his 360-degree view. A moment too late, he saw a laser strike the trailing CASPer. The suit immediately went red on his display; one of his troopers was dead. 

“Fire from behind, find the target!” Nicolos alerted the squad through his ‘plants on the squadnet as he wheeled around, charging to where the shot came from. He switched to the general communications channel and reported, “First Squad taking fire; we’ve got a man down.”

“Second Squad responding. Be there in two,” came the immediate reply.

With a thought, he unfolded the laser shield on his left arm as he used his jumpjets to cover the ground more quickly. Several shots diffracted off his shield. He glanced at his display; the rest of his squad was right behind him.

Two MAC rounds impacted squad members behind him, and another laser took off the bottom of his CASPer’s left leg, just barely sparing his foot. He lost its thrust, and tumbled from the sky, firing a few bursts from his autocannon in the direction of the laser fire before he crashed.

He hit hard, landing on uneven ground, and one of his restraints parted under the strain. His head whipped forward, smacking into the canopy. Darkness took him.

* * *
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“Let’s go, Second Squad!” Staff Sergeant Jamie Vivant yelled. “First Squad’s under fire.”

Already geared up in a “Ready Five” alert status—ready to deploy on five minutes’ notice—the troops under his command were in their CASPers with the motors and systems online. For most of the troops, all it took to be ready was to turn off whatever Tri-V movie they were watching or to pause the game they were playing. Within 15 seconds, the other nine members of Second Squad were formed up behind him, and they burst forth from the Operations shed.

“Watkins, you’ve got point,” Vivant commed, pushing the last known position of Spartan’s squad to the members of his own. “Enkh, you’re in trail. Don’t let anyone sneak up on us.”

“You got it, Boss!” Private Enkh replied. Watkins’ only reply was to bounce forward on his jumpjets then race off toward the marker that appeared on his system map.

Vivant watched as the members of Second Squad dispersed into a rough “V” formation following Watkins, with the heavy weapons in the middle to support attacks from any direction. He also followed in the middle of the “V,” able to manage the fight, no matter where it occurred.

“Slow down, Watkins,” Vivant ordered as they approached Spartan’s last known position. Thin streams of smoke rose from a series of small, washboard-like hills in front of them. Although Spartan’s suit indicated he was alive, he wasn’t transmitting anymore—other than the smoke, Vivant didn’t have any indication of a firefight in progress. Something was wrong. “Second Squad, be on the lookout—this place crawls. Second Platoon is gearing up and will be here in 15 minutes to support us; let’s not rush into anything we can’t get out of.”

“Whatever happened here, looks like we missed it,” Watkins said. “I’m on a hill looking down into a gully, and I can see the remains of First Squad. Looks like they got hammered. Their suits are messed up badly, and some are in pieces.” He paused, then added in a more excited tone, “Wait...I’ve got movement. Besquith! Besquith every—”

Watkins’ suit went red on Vivant’s monitor.

“Cover!” Vivant commed. “Circle the wagons!”

The two ends of the “V” moved toward each other, and the front—now missing Watkins—collapsed back toward Vivant as the squad formed into a defensive circle. 

Vivant looked for cover of his own. There wasn’t much—the area they were in had a small shrub-like analog that was about half a meter tall and not much else. Laser shields snapped into place, giving the remaining members of the squad a minimum of cover. Vivant deployed his shield as well, scanning all of his sensors. Like First Squad, they were also in the bottom of a small gulley, so the Besquith would have to highlight themselves on the hills around them—making them easy targets.

Whoever was in charge of the enemy had trained them well, and the enemy troopers rose on both sides at the same time, firing their MACs down into Vivant’s squad. “Fire at will!” he yelled, and both laser and MAC fire rose to meet the enemy troopers. He saw two go down, but at the cost of two of his own; the icons for both Sergeant Southern’s and Corporal Weeks’ suits went red.

Vivant could see they were surrounded and knew they needed to get out of the ambush. The Besquith held the high ground on both sides and were relatively protected while his squad was completely exposed. “On my command, we move to the south,” he commed.

The rocket launcher on his shoulder snapped into place, and he fired all six rockets at the hill to the south, clearing an opening in the Besquith line. “Follow me!” he yelled as he triggered his jumpjets and roared off.

Vivant reached the hilltop, dropping low so he didn’t highlight himself as he flew over it, and his jaw dropped in shock. On the other side of the hill were at least two companies of Besquith, moving up toward him, and rockets launched at him from the enemy troopers. He dove to the side, but couldn’t escape the twin blasts, and his CASPer was thrown from the sky. He crashed to the ground with his right leg inop and several caution lights illuminated on his left leg.

Corporal Ryan landed next to him, his shoulder-mounted heavy MAC blazing at its maximum rate of fire while he aimed a laser rifle in his hands at other targets. Several lasers hit Ryan at the same time, holing his suit. His icon went red on Vivant’s display as his CASPer collapsed backward. 

Vivant rolled, trying to get to his feet, only to bump into a Besquith soldier. The wolf-like alien already had his rifle pointed at Vivant, and he fired. The bolt drilled through the suit as well as Vivant’s chest. It must have cut his spine, as Vivant distantly realized he no longer had control of his legs.

The Besquith moved the barrel of his rifle a fraction, just enough for Vivant to be looking straight into its muzzle. The last green icon on his monitor went red as light flashed from the rifle.

* * * * *
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Golden Horde HQ, Uzbekistan, Earth

Nicolos woke with a start and sat upright in a cold sweat, eyes alert, straining to find what had woken him, then sighed and fell back onto the soaked sheets. The nightmare wouldn’t go away. He looked at the clock; he’d only been asleep for three hours. Nicolos knew sleep would not come back easily, and he refused to take anything to help him sleep. He looked over at his closet, knowing what today was, and closed his eyes again. He could still hear them telling him it wasn’t his fault—that his sensors hadn’t picked up the attackers because of the enemy’s new jamming equipment—but he still felt responsible and always would.

He had personally visited the families of each of the squad members he’d lost that day, against the advice of his commanders. It was something he felt like he needed to do, just like he needed to stay checked out in his CASPer. Knowing he wouldn’t sleep, he decided to head over to the gym before his range time. 

A few minutes later, he was in the gym in his workout shorts. The morphogenic tattoo on his chest, which had cost him an entire mission bonus, shifted as he worked out, an ancient Greek warrior mirroring his movements. He knew most of the troopers in the gym, and they greeted him casually as they moved through their routines. 

To look at him, no one would have thought Spartan—as he was still called—was a tech. He looked every inch the CASPer driver. He saw a few new faces now and then, but he tried not to learn their names if he could help it. There was no need—he wasn’t going into combat again, at least not in a CASPer.

After a few hours in the gym, he headed back to his quarters to shower. He always dreaded his annual proficiency sessions, but in a way, they were good for him—at least that’s what he had been told. Showered and dressed, he headed across the base to the hangar where his CASPer was housed.

He stepped into a huge elevator, large enough for a squad of CASPers, hit the bottom button, and waited. From the outside, it looked like a simple building. What wasn’t obvious was that the Golden Horde’s maintenance bay was far underneath. After about 30 seconds of travel, the elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. He walked down the hallway and enabled the sound dampening in his ears before he punched the code into the keypad on the wall and entered the cavernous room.

The pentagonal room on the other side had a 30-foot-high ceiling, and each wall was close to 30 yards long. Four of the walls were home to a company’s worth of CASPers in various states of repair. Some hung, ready for action, while others were being maintained. The fifth wall was Maintenance Control. Since the Horde customized their mechs so extensively, there was a huge amount of work done on each, and they handled all their own mods instead of sending them back to the manufacturer like most mercenary companies. There was always something going on in the monstrous cavern, and it was always loud.

He furrowed his brows as he approached his CASPer as it sat waiting on its rack; someone he’d never seen before was leaning into the cockpit. He’d had the same maintenance crew working on his suit for months and hadn’t seen anything about them being swapped out. They knew he’d be using his mech today, so he’d expected to see them getting it ready...not whoever this was.

“Okay, who the fuck are you, and what are you doing with my mech?” Markus asked, his arms crossed.

The kid, who couldn’t have been more than 20, slammed his head into the canopy and cursed as he tried to stand up too quickly. Markus sighed and shook his head. Several other members of the company had stopped what they were doing and started watching. Before the kid could answer, another man about Markus’ age ran up, panting.

“Sorry, Spartan,” the man said. “He’s new and in training. He’s going to be helping get you ready for the range today. Of course, he wasn’t supposed to be doing anything unless I was here to oversee him.”

Markus glanced at Sergeant Harley ‘Hobo’ O’Borne, his lead maintenance tech, with a frown, then he looked back at the kid. “So, you got a name, or should I just call you, ‘kid?’”

“I’m Jimmy. Sorry, sir. I just wanted to...”

“Don’t call me that, kid,” Markus snapped, cutting him off. He rolled his neck, and a series of cracks came from it, loud enough to hear nearby. He sighed and closed his eyes. “Sorry, kid. Hobo, check everything over once, please. I don’t want a mechanical issue getting in the way. Especially today.”

Hobo nodded, ushering Jimmy down the ladder and off to the side before scrambling up to check everything in the cockpit, while Markus waited nearby. Work resumed throughout the bay as it became clear Jimmy wouldn’t get his ass kicked after all.

Pulling a slate from its position beside his CASPer, Markus reviewed his schedule. There would be a portion on the firing range, followed by a few hours of maneuvers with one of the existing squads. 

Hobo climbed down from the cockpit. “All set, Spartan,” he said. “All systems check out, and you’re ready to go. They’ll be waiting for you at the range.”

“Copy that. Thanks, Hobo.” Markus climbed up into the cockpit and slid on his helmet, jacking in with practiced ease­—connecting him directly to his CASPer—and started its motor. He felt one with his mech as he closed his eyes and looked through the cameras mounted on the exterior of his mech in a full, 360-degree view. With a flick of his wrist, the canopy closed, and the CASPer came to life. Tri-V displays sprang up around him, augmenting the information going straight into his brain, and he double-checked his status board. All the indications were green—ready to go. His ammo was fully loaded, and the suit was full of jump juice. With another easy motion, he disconnected from the rack that held his CASPer during maintenance and walked out of the hangar.

* * *
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The live-fire portion of his qualification was broken into two parts—a static set of timed fire on the firing line, as well as a “move and shoot” portion that ran through an obstacle course-like set of trials. The first part was easy for anyone at all acquainted with CASPers, especially those operated by the Golden Horde. The trooper in front of him finished, vacated the position, and Spartan stepped forward to toe the line, looking out over a vast field.

He took a second to scan the objects on the range—the range masters were always moving new targets onto the simulated battlefield and removing those that had been blasted to uselessness. There were several new APCs in the middle of the range, as well as a Zuul tank about five kilometers out.

“Ready,” he said.

“Qualification run for Staff Sergeant Markus Nicolos,” the range master said. “Arm your weapons.”

With a thought, Spartan brought his weapons and targeting systems online. The targeting systems were all in the green, and his weapons—a missile launcher on his shoulder, an arm-mounted MAC, and a handheld laser rifle—all showed armed and with full magazines. In the case of the missile launcher, it was stocked with three each of both anti-air heat-seeking missiles and laser-guided HEAT munitions.
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