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Chapter 1: Dog Days in Duval
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“Hoooo, Haaaaalll! Hooooo, Haaaalll!”

Taylor took in a breath, then let it out in jittery steam as the chanting mob outside the tunnel continued their assault on his cramped, steel hiding space. Never in all his years had he been so nervous, not even in his early days as commander of Swamp Eagle Security. Still, there he was, a bundle of nerves, iron-taut muscles, and perspiration, ready to face the verdict of the inevitable. 

“Hoooo, Haaaaalll! Hooooo, Haaaalll!”

Taylor closed his eyes and focused, the thick North Florida air soaking his skin like a sponge. Come on, T, get a fargin grip. Everybody’s watchin.

A throat cleared to his right. 

“Excuse me, Chief Van Zant?” a male voice asked. “I’m afraid it’s time.” 

Taylor barely heard the comment past the cacophony of screams outside, mixed with the thunder of his own heartrate. 

“Hoooo, Haaaaalll! Hooooo, Haaaalll!”

Another throat clearing. “I’m sorry, Chief, but we really have to be going.”

Taylor knew that to be true. Even still, his feet refused to move. He winced when something hard and round like a grenade was pressed into his palm. 

“Right this way,” the man said.

Taylor exhaled, then opened his eyes. A black-haired man in his early twenties, wearing a navy-blue golf shirt with a star-studded J below the collar, was motioning him forward. Moment of truth. 

The walk toward the tunnel’s end felt like a death march, mostly because Taylor knew no one was coming to save him this time. Not Billy or Smitty. Not Jack or Stan. Not even the ghost of Charlie Daniels, whose classic war cries of old had always been there in the field to remind Taylor that he wasn’t alone. Today, however, that sadly wasn’t the case. 

“Hoooo, Haaaaalll! Hooooo, Haaaalll!”

You’ve got this, T, Taylor tried a final time to psych himself up. You’ve gone head-to-head with the Zuul, the Veetanho. Even the Cartography Guild itself, and every single time you’ve come out the other side. This ain’t any different. 

Taylor grimaced again when a blast of light flashed ahead. Shit, I’m gonna die.

“And now!” a new voice boomed over a loudspeaker. “The moment you’ve all been waiting for!” 

“Hooooo, Haaaaaallll!”

“Here to throw out the first pitch for your Jacksonville Generals, the chief executive and commanding officer of Jax’s own Swamp Eagle Security...Taylor...Van...Zaaaaaannnnnttttt!” 

The raucous Frangie Field crowd leapt to its feet as the lone human jogged out toward the pitcher’s mound, wearing denim jeans and a team-issued Generals jersey, his long, blond hair tied back into a ponytail under a matching ball cap. “Dooo vaaalll! Dooo vaaalll! Dooo vaaalll!”

Taylor gazed aloft into the clear, blue Duval County sky, then returned his attention to the grandstands, where 40,000-plus of his fellow North Floridians erupted with cheers.

“Duval, Duval, Duval!” the chants continued. “Duval, Duval, Duval!” 

Now a tad more relaxed, Taylor doffed his cap to salute the crowd, then squared himself on the bump in preparation for the task at hand.

“Van Zant enters his windup,” the announcer said. “Here’s the pitch!” 

One might’ve heard a pin drop. 

“Strike!” the umpire shouted. 

The stands roared with approval as Taylor saluted them once more with his cap. Afterward, he trotted off the field to multiple high-fives as the Jacksonville Generals ballplayers exited the dugout. 

“You totally owe me 20 credits for that.” The Eagles’ press officer, Lisa Kouvaris, was leaning against a wall, arms folded across her chest, wearing jeans and a collared blouse, when Taylor re-entered the tunnel. “I was sure you’d at least one-hop it to the plate.”

“You do know I was all-county as a starter at Lee High, right?” Taylor headed for a nearby ice-tub filled with sports drinks. 

“So I’ve heard,” Lisa said. “Regardless, I’d think splitting the zone with a fastball in front of 40,000 screaming rednecks, all hopped up on Long Branch beer and Chatham chili-cheese dogs in a big league stadium, might offer a slightly different experience.”

“Easy.” Taylor grinned. “You’re datin’ one of those rednecks, remember?” 

Lisa shot him a sideways look.

“Any word from Billy?” Taylor twisted open a bottle and took a swig. 

“Funny you should ask that,” Lisa said. “The Osyrys just emerged from hyperspace about 30 minutes ago. They’re inbound now and oughta be in orbit shortly.” 

“Cool.” Taylor turned for the exit. “That gives me just enough time to return to campus and—”

“Oh, no you don’t.” Lisa grabbed his arm. “I know you’re anxious to ride off into the sunset after your moment of glory back there, but Billy and the crew will need at least a few hours to resupply the ship and get her prepped for redeployment. That gives us plenty of time to head upstairs to the mayor’s suite and shake some hands.”

Taylor dropped his head. “You could totally handle that without me, ya know.” 

“I know I could,” Lisa said. “I also know you abhor schmoozing with celebrities and local politicians. That doesn’t change the fact that we need those permits to finish the restoration project on our old campus before we can turn that property to the NFMTA in time for fall semester. You’re the face of Swamp Eagle Security, Taylor. That’s why it’s gotta be you up there, not me.” 

Taylor frowned at the wall, though, in truth, he took his press officer’s point. The entire state of North Florida had seen an explosion of growth in recent years, especially around Jacksonville. That meant more kids were entering the area’s school system, and a lot of them would look to go merc after graduation. They needed a place to train, hence why Taylor had agreed to donate the Eagles’ old campus out by the airfield to the local chapter of the North Florida Mercenary Training Academy. 

“Okay, fine.” Taylor put up his hands. “We’ll head upstairs to the mayor’s suite and—”

“Osyrys to Van Zant.” The voice of the Eagles’ executive officer, Major Billy Dawson, registered via pinplant comms in Taylor’s head. “You got a copy?” 

Taylor keyed open the channel and spoke aloud. “Your timin’ is impeccable, Billy. What’s your status?” 

Lisa rolled her eyes. 

“The ship and crew are standing by in orbit and ready to depart for Karma,” Billy said. “Be advised, the bidding for the contract I mentioned starts in less than a hundred eighty hours. That means we need to hit the road quick if we expect to get a crack at landing it.”

“Copy that,” Taylor said. “Radio ahead to Jack and tell him to prep the shuttle. I’m on my way to you now. Van Zant out.”

Lisa folded her arms while her boss wrapped his call. “So much for that resupply, huh?” 

“What can I say?” Taylor shrugged. “My crew knows how to plan ahead.” 

“Uh, huh.” Lisa smirked. “Tell that corn-fed XO of yours, he owes me one for this.” 

Taylor leaned in and kissed his girlfriend’s cheek. “I and the future mercs of Duval County have every confidence you’ll close the deal, babe. I’ll call you as soon as we’re back from Karma.”

* * * * *
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Chapter 2: Launch
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Exiting the stadium into the northside parking lot, Taylor crossed the pavement toward the vintage Harley-Davidson Fat Boy sitting quietly beside the security station and threw his leg over the seat. He loved Frangie Field, always had. Even during his childhood, when his family had scarcely possessed the means to feed themselves, his mother had still found ways after their father passed to get her kids to the ballpark for at least one Generals’ game per season. Nowadays, the Van Zants were season ticket holders, although Taylor had resisted his sisters’ calls to spring for a luxury box. 

“The game of baseball ain’t meant to be experienced indoors,” Taylor’s late father had said after a trip to Utah, where the home team played in a dome. “It’s too damn sensory. Take it that way, and all you’ve got left is a hyper-corporate tourist trap where they pedal soda pop and Tri-V shows to your kids between innings.” 

A bat cracked in the distance as Taylor’s nostrils filled with the sweet gameday aromas of popcorn, beer, and fresh-grilled hot dogs. Yep. Gonna be a damn good summer.

Kickstarting the Harley’s engine with a single shove of his boot, Taylor leaned onto the accelerator and eased through the Frangie Field parking lot. From there, it was straight on to 295 South toward the Eagles’ main campus, located twenty minutes out from downtown Jax.

“Absolutely, Mayor Lamb. Demonstrating a commitment to the next generation of mercenaries from right here in Jacksonville is hands-down one of our top priorities at Swamp Eagle Security.” 

Taylor smiled from behind his handlebars, imagining the speech his press officer girlfriend was laying on thick up in the luxury suite at that moment. Of course, that didn’t make the message any less true. He was just happy it was Lisa delivering the talking points instead of him.

A ninth-generation son of Duval County, Taylor had spent much of his life after age 16 doing whatever it took to provide for his mother and two sisters, with whom he lived in their family’s tiny home in Jax’s old Riverside neighborhood. Bartending in Cocktail Junction, basic grease work near Jax starport, landscaping around his old middle school. Pretty much if the job paid, then Taylor took it back then. This gave him little patience for speeches, and even less for those looking to have their rumps kissed in the name of high society advancement. 

Even still, Taylor’s identity around town hadn’t always been one of blue-collar servitude. On the contrary, he’d once been known as the blond-haired kid brother of Colonel Terrance Van Zant, the local hero and ex-Lee High pitching ace who’d conquered poverty en route to putting Jacksonville’s original homegrown merc outfit, Swamp Eagle Security, on a path to becoming the South’s first real player on the interstellar mercenary scene. To his credit, Terry had almost succeeded, too. But then had come the starship accident that had cost him and his crew their lives, while at the same time pulling back the curtain on years of financial mismanagement. The result was Swamp Eagle Security shuttered and stripped clean of its assets—until three years ago, when an Atlanta investor had approached Taylor about resurrecting the family business. 

Initially, the younger Van Zant’s gut had told him to pass. In time, however, mounting bills and his mother’s failing health had caused Taylor to reconsider, but with two conditions. One: Swamp Eagle 2.0 would operate with a zero-debt philosophy. That meant cash transactions only—no loans, no markers, and no handouts. Two: Just like before, the Eagles would exist of and for the city of Jacksonville, North Florida, period. That meant championing local causes like merc training in schools and buying from local venders like Hemming Arms or Chatham Foods. Granted, the latter pillar hadn’t always been popular with the Atlanta folks, who thought they could get better rates elsewhere, but Taylor didn’t care. He’d been raised to value honor and loyalty to one’s own above all else, and come hell or high water, he meant to stamp those principles as cornerstones of the Eagles’ brand moving forward.

It sure does help when you own 82 percent of the company. Taylor recalled the Eagles’ absorption of their crosstown rivals, the Steeldriver Defense Group, last year, as well as the leverage those assets had given him with Atlanta. Much obliged, Ron. Happy retirement.

The exit for Tebow Drive crested the hill ahead. From there, it was right onto Coughlin Avenue, then north up the asphalt to the shiny new campus of Swamp Eagle Security.

* * *
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“Good afternoon, Chief Van Zant.” A dark-skinned guard in his early 60s, with white, curly hair and a rich Southern accent, greeted Taylor at the security checkpoint once the latter’s Harley had rolled to a stop at the gate. “I caught openin’ ceremonies for the game over the radio. Sounds like you represented the company well with that pitchin’ arm of yours.”

“I appreciate the kindness, Curt,” Taylor said. “Truth be told, though, it’s my brother who deserves the credit. Everything I learned about throwin’ a baseball, I learned from him.”

“Maybe—” Curt grinned, “—but the colonel never pitched in front of a max capacity crowd to open a home stand against the Yankees at Frangie Field, now did he?” 

Taylor met the old man’s grin with one of his own as the other ambled back into his station. 

Taylor had always liked Curt. The navy veteran had been a mainstay around the Hell House tavern, where Taylor had tended bar prior to the Eagles’ resurrection three years earlier. The old man had mostly done odd jobs around the place for extra cash—sweeping floors, replacing kegs, and so forth. As it happened, however, his true talent had existed with the guitar. Curt Loew was a hell of a blues man, especially once he’d fired down a spot or two of wine during his first set.

“Commanders Bowyer and Stan have a shuttle waitin’ on the westside platform.” Curt keyed open the gate. “It’ll take you straight to the Osyrys in orbit, where you’ll meet up with Major Dawson and the crew. You’ll get underway from there.”

“Much obliged as always, Curt,” Taylor said. “Say hi to the missus for me when you get home.” 

“Copy that,” the old man said. “Safe travels to you and the others. We’ll see you when you get back.” 

Taylor tipped the guard a wave, then accelerated his Harley through the checkpoint en route to meet with Sergeants Bowyer and Stan. 

It’s commander now, remember? Taylor was still getting used to all the changes on his crew due to the influx of new personnel from Steeldriver. He’d encountered a lot of new faces in the last year, some of whom he’d met before, though many he hadn’t. Thankfully, none of that turnover had impacted his command staff, all of whom had been promoted. 

A pair of familiar figures waved at Taylor from beside the shuttle on the westside docking platform as he approached on his Harley. 

“How’d it go at the game?” Jack Bowyer asked past the hum of active engines. As was commonplace in Eagles culture when not on duty, the stocky, silver-haired Oklahoman was casually dressed in jeans, roper boots, and a button-down denim shirt with the straw cowboy hat he was almost never without. 

“Not bad,” Taylor said. “I’m happy to report that I didn’t embarrass myself or the company. What’s the word on the contract Billy keeps talkin’ about?” 

“Your guess is as good as ours, Chief,” Stan said. The lean Mississippian’s first name was Jedidiah, but everyone just called him Stan. He’d been partners with Jack in the merc business for decades, and like his cowboy counterpart, he, too, was almost never without his hat. Only in Stan’s case, the off-duty lid of choice was a brown fedora with a tattered leather band that matched the trench coat he wore when the weather cooled off.

“Weren’t you guys with him when he went to investigate this deal?” Taylor asked. 

“We were,” Jack said. “That don’t change the fact that the major held mum on the whole thing until we could get back here to scoop you up.” 

Taylor was getting a bad feeling about this. He turned for the shuttle’s boarding ramp. “I reckon we’ll find out soon enough, huh?” 

The trio boarded the shuttle, then took their places in the passenger cabin while the pilot ran down their final pre-launch ones and twos from the cockpit up front. Several minutes of teeth-clenched g-forces later, the shuttle docked with the Eagles’ flagship, the EMS Ryley Osyrys, in orbit. 

“Ten-HUT!” The brawny, dark-skinned lieutenant commander at astrometrics shot to his feet, looking like the cat who’d eaten the canary. “Commanding officer on the bridge.”

“Ya know, Quint,” Taylor said with a sigh, “it’s a good thing you took up merc work after your baseball career ended, because you’d be in the poor house right now if you’d turned to standup comedy to earn your livin’.” 

Smitty chuckled from her post at the science station.

“I know you hate to admit it, Chief, but some folks in our profession actually appreciate a little formality from time to time,” the XO said at tactical. The consummate ex-soldier from Nebraska, Billy Dawson was impeccably dressed in Eagle-green fatigues with husky, clean-shaven features and a neatly trimmed brush cut of chestnut-brown hair. “I mean, when you get right down to it, salutes, proper haircuts, uniforms...they kinda go with the whole paramilitary motif.” 

“Yeah, well they can have the fargin threads,” a male voice said in a thick New York accent. 

All eyes turned to the Buma seated at the nav station down front. 

“Speaking as one of the dozen or so non-humans on this motley little crew,” Frank continued, “I for one adore the fact that the only time I’ve gotta fight with uniform pants is when we’re operatin’ in front of clients. I kid you not. In all my years as a merc, I’ve yet to find a single brand of trousers, fatigues or otherwise, that fit these spindly little legs of mine with even a hint of comfort. Like, not even one.”

“I keep tellin’ ya, Birdman, go buy yourself some Wranglers and call it a day.” Jack entered the bridge with Stan. “Hell, you won’t even know you’re wearin’ pants at that point.” 

“Whatever,” Frank muttered. “I may work with a pack of hillbillies. That don’t mean I gotta dress like one.” 

“Yes, because cargo shorts and pastel shirts with a flat cap is the bloody picture of fashion,” Smitty noted in her Australian accent. 

A chorus of snickers circulated the bridge. 

“What’s our status?” Taylor pushed off from the topside banister, then coasted in zero G toward the Osyrys’ command chair beside tactical.

“We’re set to transition through the stargate in about twenty minutes,” Billy said. “I got the final all-clear from the gate master about a half-hour before you came aboard.” 

“And how was Master Haju this fine summer mornin’?” Taylor hadn’t meant to laugh while asking that, but he couldn’t help himself. He adored being the only human in the Galactic Union whose merc company got to come and go as it pleased without paying stargate fees. That, and he lived for the pissed off looks he always got from Earth’s Sumatozou gate master, Zynom Haju, who had to process those requests. Nice doin’ business with ya, Vergola Council. 

“Haju wasn’t in today,” Billy answered. 

“Really?” Taylor glanced up from viewing the data on his chair-arm display. “That’s a first.” 

“Tell me about it,” Billy said. “In all the years I’ve flown with the Eagles, both under your command and that of your brother, Haju has always called the shots for Earth’s stargate. Ah well. Things change, I guess.”

I reckon so. Taylor returned to his screen.

“Heads up, people,” Frank said. “I just got word from Control. We’re cleared to depart when ready.”

“Thanks, Frank,” Taylor said. “Break orbit immediately and bring us about.” 

“Ayew,” Frank said—Eagles’ slang for Acknowledged and Understood, or AU—then swiped at his nav console. “Course laid in. We’re coming about now.”

The Ryley Osyrys’ engines whirred in the background as the deck plates under Taylor’s boots began to vibrate. “So, Major Dawson. Are you gonna break with the subterfuge and tell me about this mysterious contract you’ve tracked down, or what?”

“All in good time,” Billy said. “I promise I’ll spill all the gory details at church once we’ve transitioned into hyperspace.” 

The term “church” was Eagles’ slang for a briefing. 

“Can you at least tell me who the client would be?” Taylor asked. 

“Patience is the hallmark of any good CO, Chief,” Billy noted. “If I’ve said that once during your training, I’ve said it a thousand times.” 

Taylor cocked his head. “Why are you bein’ so cagey about this?”

“Not cagey.” Billy flashed a sly look. “Just patient.” 

Taylor rolled his eyes. I hate it when he pulls that damn grasshopper card.

“Approaching the stargate now,” Frank announced. “ETA to visual, 30 seconds.”

Taylor keyed up the Buma’s nav data on the Tri-V display to the bridge’s right. All told, he counted four blips in the holographic image, all representing ships awaiting transition. 

“Huh,” Billy noted. “Not a lot of takers today.”

“Agreed,” Taylor said. 

“Entering visual range of the stargate,” Quint added. 

“Confirmed,” Frank said. “Hyperspatial generator is online and active. Stand by for transition on my mark.”

Taylor’s muscles tensed as the massive ring drew larger in the Tri-V. They always did. No matter how many successful trips he’d taken during the past two years, the fact remained that Taylor’s brother had died during a botched transition, albeit from sabotage. Nevertheless, Taylor doubted there’d ever come a day when he was truly comfortable with hyperspace travel.

“Transition in five,” Frank began. “Four...three...two...one.” 

A mild groan reverberated through the Osyrys’ hull. It was followed by the odd sense of disorientation that always came next as they were unmade in the universe. Then...nothing. 

“Hyperspace transition successful,” Frank said. “Reactors one and two are synchronized into a shared workflow. Hyperspatial generator is online and operating well within safety parameters.”

“Nice job, y’all.” Taylor opened his eyes as the formless white void of hyperspace swept across the Tri-V. “Reset the emergence clock to 170 hours, then fall out to the conference room for church in five—”

“Ahem.” Billy coughed into his fist.

“What?” Taylor asked. 

“All due respect, Chief, most of us have been on the clock, prepping for this mission, since 0600 this morning,” Billy said. “Would a few hours of R&R while we get settled in be too much to ask? I mean, we do have a week until we emerge at Karma.”

Taylor watched from his command chair as the subtlest of flirtatious glances bounced from the Eagles’ XO to the blonde Aussie captain at the science station, each of whom were wearing their shiny new wedding rings to go with their new ranks. Seriously? Taylor sighed and keyed open a ship-wide comm channel. “All crews, this is Chief Van Zant. Stand down and make ready for the cruise to Karma. Twelve hours of R&R is hereby authorized for all non-critical positions. Bridge out.” 

“You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.” Billy grinned en route to the exit with his wife. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Taylor said. “You owe me a beer later at chow. Now beat it.”

* * * * *
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Chapter 3: Back in Church
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The remainder of Taylor’s shift went off without incident, as everyone on the crew continued about their duties before packing things down in anticipation of the night to come. For some like Billy and Smitty—the latter still went by her nickname, even though her legal surname had changed from Smith to Dawson—that meant a one-way trip to quarters for a glass of wine and some much-needed downtime in private. For others, however, the break represented a chance to hit the showers, then reconvene in the Osyrys’ mess hall for the latest culinary tour de force, courtesy of the Eagles’ lead pilot turned master chef.

When he wasn’t flying starships, Tuzana Ibansk Phrankolith—or Frank as he was known—loved food. Moreover, he loved experimenting with various types and styles of preparing food, a fascination that often led to some of the most sought-after cuisine in Jacksonville, merc or otherwise.

“Hell, I’d come to work for ya just to hang out in the galley with the owl,” one applicant had said during his interview to join the Eagles’ roster. “I ain’t jokin’. I’ll take a demotion to specialist if it means I've suffered through my last pot of navy bean soup with my current outfit.”

Taylor awoke in his quarters the next morning, still dreaming of the most succulent ribs he’d ever eaten the night before, then headed for the shower to begin his day. 

* * *
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“Good morning, Chief Van Zant,” a scratchy voice said as Taylor floated into the Osyrys’ briefing room adjacent to the bridge. “I trust you slept well last evening?” 

“Well and well-fed, Keeto. Thanks.” Taylor gestured the Athal to stay seated, then coasted across the room holding a bulb of fresh coffee and pulled himself into his usual chair at the head of the table. “I understand we’ve got some new recruits down in main engineerin’. How’s everybody workin’ out?” 

“As well as one might expect, with most of the academy greenies,” the Eagles’ lead engineer said. “In the way of transfers, Lieutenants Daniels and Register have proven particularly capable since coming aboard from the Danville Express in Virginia. I expect they’ll make fine additions to the Stargell crew once she’s ready for deployment.”

In addition to an array of new personnel, facility, and hardware assets, the Eagles had also inherited two starships from the Steeldriver Defense Group. One of these, a Maki corvette dubbed the EMS Stargell, possessed the requisite prowess and heft in a fight to be a valuable addition to the Eagles’ lineup once she’d been re-crewed. The other vessel, an aging frigate named the EMS Bradshaw, had been sold at auction to help finance some other projects around the company’s new campus.

“Dear, sweet Moses in Heaven.” Quint let out a groan as he floated into the chamber, clutching his stomach. “I kid you not, fellas. I didn’t eat that much barbecue in St. Louis when the Braves faced the Cardinals for the National League crown back in ‘83.”

“Pro tip,” Taylor said. “Round three of banana puddin’ after you’ve already pounded down four plates of Memphis-style ribs with corn and seasoned potatoes? That typically don’t end well for anybody.” 

The bald commander belched and found a seat at the table. 

“Morning, all,” Billy said, entering ahead of Smitty. “How was Frank’s barbecue party last night?”

Quint leaned sideways as if prepping to break wind.

“Do it,” Smitty began, “and I’ll shove a cork so far up your ass, you’ll need Paul down in the infirmary to extract it with a bloody scalpel.”

Quint failed to offer his usual witty retort. Instead, he laid his forehead across his thick, tattooed forearms on the table and went on groaning. 

“Aww. Does somebody have a wittle tummy ache today after he oinked too much barbecue at dinner last night?”

Everyone looked up as Frank pushed into the room ahead of Jack and Stan.

“Piss off, Feathers,” Quint muttered. 

“Piss off, nothin’.” Frank pulled himself into a chair. “I’ll have you know poor old Corporal Cowart didn’t get any dessert on account of you, ya fargin gluttonous pig. I hope you spend the rest of this mission feelin’ like a herd of Sumatozou are stampeding across your guts for funzies. Gods know it’d serve ya right.”

Quint summoned the strength to raise his middle finger but not much else.

“Hey, guys?” Taylor put up a hand. “As much as I hate to bust up this quaint little bitch-fest of yours, we really do need to get down to business. Y’all good with that?”

The Buma and the commander exchanged mutual whatever glances as everyone settled in for church. 

“Billy.” Taylor shifted. “Enough cloak and dagger on this big contract of yours. What’s it all about, and why did we high-tail it off world to take a swing at it?” 

The XO reached into his forest-green shirt pocket and produced a palm-sized slate, which he swiped active. “We’ll start with the obvious. Why does any merc rush off after a contract?” 

“Credits,” Frank said. 

“Bingo.” Billy pointed at the pilot. “Now, to be clear. Does this job pay Horsemen-level money? No, not quite. By Swamp Eagle Security standards, however, it’d be the biggest payday we’ve had since re-opening our doors 26 months ago.” 

Taylor liked where this was headed. “Continue.”

“I got a call last month from an old buddy I served with on the Emerald Stormriders who now works as a contract broker,” Billy said. “Apparently there’s a group of aliens out in the Cimarron arm who are looking to nail down some muscle to protect their clan from a wave of recent attacks.” 

“Attacks by whom?” Keeto asked. 

“My buddy didn’t say,” Billy said. “All we know is the assaults appear to be growing more frequent, and the clan in question needs help putting a stop to them.”

“What’s the payday?” Quint asked past his forearms. 

“Thirty million credits,” Billy said. 

Well, now. That is a mighty handsome sum, indeed. Taylor scratched his chin. “These prospective clients. What species are they?” 

“We’ll get to that,” the XO said. “Right now, what’s important is the timeline.” 

Taylor cocked his head. 

“Per the intel, the clients allegedly needed boots on the ground for this mission yesterday,” Smitty said. “That means whoever lands this gig is gonna need to be wheels-up and fast in order to stave off the next attack.” 

“And can we facilitate that timeline?” Taylor asked. 

“I think so.” Billy nodded. “I’ve assigned Lieutenants Brooks and Carline to get the ball rolling back home with regard to personnel and resources. With any luck, we ought to be able to ship out within 12 hours—give or take—after our return to Earth.” 

Jack leaned forward and tipped up the brim of his cowboy hat. “If I read ya right here, Major, it sounds like we’re loadin’ for bear on this. Just out of curiosity, what sort of headcount are we talkin’ about?”

“I’m thinking all of Riverside and Atlanta Companies, plus parts of Talbot and Avondale for support,” Billy said. 

Stan whistled. “That’s almost 80 percent of our roster.” 

“Like I said,” Billy continued. “This contract will be a massive undertaking, if we land it. But again, big jobs typically come with big compensation, and this one’s no different.” 

Taylor sipped his coffee. “Welp. Sounds to me like you’ve covered all the bases.”

“Thanks, Chief.” The XO reclined in his chair. “I do my best.” 

“Now about these clients,” Taylor said. “Who are they, and why have you waited until now to drop that bit of information on us?” 

Billy traded looks with his wife. “Their tribe is referred to as the Vuhov clan.” 

“And their species?” Keeto asked. 

“Zuparti,” Billy said. 

“Well, that was fun to dream about while it lasted.” Quint sat up and stifled another belch with his fist. “Major Dawson, Captain Dawson. On behalf of myself and the entire Ryley Osyrys crew, I’d like to personally thank the both of you for dragging us all out here to Karma Station for what can now officially be classified as a complete and total waste of our time.” 

“It’s not a waste of time, smartass.” Billy grunted. “I’m telling you, we can do this.” 

Taylor shifted in his seat. “Far be it for me to agree with a guy who spent two full seasons wearin’ a Boston Red Sox uniform—”

“Not my fault the Braves traded me,” Quint rebutted. 

“Whatever,” Taylor continued. “Point is, I’m in agreement with the slugger. There’s no way the Zuparti will work with us. Not after we went MIA from the Ytara contract 14 months ago.”

Billy raised a finger. “Okay, first, that wasn’t our fault. Had the Cartography Guild been a little tighter with security around their beloved transit atlas, we would’ve never gotten swept up in their feud with the Krulig and been redirected to Rukoria against our will. We’d have proceeded to Sakall like we planned and honored our obligation to the Ytara clan.”

“Good times,” Smitty grumbled. 

“Amen to that,” Jack agreed. 

“In the Cartography Guild’s defense,” Taylor added, “they did cover for us with the powers that be in the Mercenary Guild once we got back from Rukoria. That’s why we didn’t face any blowback for breach of contract.” 

“Well, of course they covered for us.” Billy smirked at his CO. “The contents of those rickety old cassettes you’ve got stashed in a dozen locations around our quadrant said they pretty much had to. I’m still impressed by that move, by the way. Nicely done.”

Taylor shrugged and sipped his coffee. 

“There’s something else to note here,” Smitty added. “Something important.”

“And what’s that?” Stan asked. 

The Aussie took her husband’s slate and swiped up a new screen. Afterward, she mirrored it onto the briefing room’s Tri-V for all to see. 

“Wait, is that...” Frank squinted at the image. 

“A map of the planet Emza?” Smitty nodded and put down the slate. “That’s the venue for this new Zuparti contract. Specifically, it’s in the Nawntu Mountains on the world’s northernmost continent.”

“Interesting,” Keeto noted. “Perhaps the gods haven’t withdrawn their favor from this motley little company of ours after all.” 

Smitty kept her attention on Taylor. “No one in the Union knows Emzan terrain better than Swamp Eagle Security, especially given that we just worked a contract there not six months ago. I realize the Zuparti have their issues with us, and perhaps rightfully so. Nevertheless, they’d be fools to pass up our expertise to sign another company if all buds are equal. That’d just be bad business.”

Taylor stroked his chin whiskers. “And you two believe this new Vuhov clan will consider us despite all that baggage?”

“We wouldn’t have pitched this otherwise,” Billy said. “Smitty’s right. Nobody knows Emza better than us. Couple that with our rebuilt resources via the Steeldriver deal, and the Eagles are hands-down the Zuparti’s best option at safeguarding their people against these attacks.” 

Taylor drummed his fingers on the table. “All right, fine. Let’s throw our names into the hat once we reach Karma Station and see if we can pick up the contract. Billy.”

“Yes, sir,” the XO answered.

“I want you, Jack, and Stan ready to roll with me on the site team as soon as the Osyrys docks with the station,” Taylor said. “I mean to get down in that merc pit ASAP to see who we’re biddin’ against for this.”

“Ayew.” Billy turned to the old men. “Farts, you’re with me after church.” 

The old men rolled their eyes at Smitty’s nickname for their duo which, much to their chagrin, had taken root throughout the crew over the last year. 

“Smitty, you’re in command while we’re gone,” Taylor said. “Any questions?” 

No one answered. 

“Cool,” Taylor said. “Everybody return to your posts and begin your prep work to emerge from hyperspace. Church is dismissed.”

* * * * *
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Chapter 4: Karma
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Taylor felt the tiniest evidence of a bump, then Frank said, “We’re docked, kids. All ashore who’s goin’ ashore!”

Taylor raised an eyebrow at the Buma. 

“What?” the pilot asked. “I heard it in one of those old movies at Hell House Throwback Night.”

Taylor shook his head and glanced to the tactical station. “C’mon, Billy, let’s go.” 

The pair left the bridge, then pushed off through the ship until they reached Jack and Stan at the tube across to the station. Like Taylor and Billy, both men now wore Eagle-green BDUs and had clearly just come from the armory. 

“We plannin’ to go huntin’ Sumatozou while we’re on the station?” Taylor asked.

Jack shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Otherwise, I’d have brought along something a little bigger.”

“Make that a lot bigger.” Stan chuckled, then handed a gun belt and a rifle to Taylor, while Jack handed the same items to Billy. 

“All righty, then,” Taylor said. “Lead on, fellas.”

Jack led the group off the ship, followed by Taylor and Billy, with Stan in trail to cover their group’s rear. Once inside the station, Taylor paused to get reacquainted with his surroundings. 

Corridors ran off into the distance in both directions, with only the smallest amount of curve to them at the far horizons. Shops and businesses lined the walls as far as he could see.

“Never fails to impress, does it?” Billy asked. 

“No, it most certainly does not.” Taylor shouldn’t have been surprised. Karma Station was where most of the Merc Guild business for that arm of the galaxy was conducted. As such, it was anybody’s guess how many millions, if not tens of millions, of credits, flowed through these halls each and every day, especially now that—even if slow—contracts were flowing again.

“This way,” Jack said. 

The group started forward to an oversized pressure tube—one of Karma’s “glideways”—and entered it, allowing the wind inside to gently blow them down to one of the gravity rings, where Jack got off. Taylor got off behind him and was immediately struck, as always, by the station’s diversity. 

The half-gee of the ring allowed all manner of aliens to walk, crawl, or fly down the station’s massive passageway, and he could see easily 15 or 20 species with every glance he took. Nowhere, though, were any of the beings Human. The closest Taylor saw was a group of four Lumar—oversize humanoids with four arms—dressed in security uniforms and carrying their versions of billy clubs. When wielded by a Lumar, they’d be more than enough to crack someone’s skull...permanently. 
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