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“And when He had opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the Word of God, and for the testimony which they held. And they cried with a loud voice, saying, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost Thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth?” And white robes were given unto every one of them, and it was said unto them that they should rest yet for a little while, until it was fulfilled that their fellow servants and brethren were killed, as they had been.”

― Revelation 6:9-11

* * * * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​Preface by Chris Kennedy
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This book was born in the same place as the rest of the Four Horsemen Universe—in a bar. Mark and I were talking about the universe, and where we wanted to go with it, and we realized the galaxy was a lot bigger than we were going to be able to flesh out on our own any time soon. 

We needed help.

So we asked some authors we knew, and some we just sort of knew of, if they’d like to help us expand our universe by writing a short story set in the universe. We were overwhelmed at the response—this is the third (and final, at least for now) of the books necessary to accommodate all of the authors who said “Yes!” when we asked them to participate. Like us, they found the universe a lot of fun and couldn’t wait to jump in.

We gave them a short primer on the universe and sent them on their way with only two points of guidance: it had to be set in the Four Horsemen Universe, and it had to be good. As such, these 16 tales describe the highs and lows of life on the battlefield, as well as in the streets and alleys of the Four Horsemen Universe. While some deal with mercenaries, others introduce readers to members of the other guilds, organizations, and races. “The Good, the Bad, and the Merc” not only gives you a look at some of the 4HU past...but a sneak peek at what lies in store, hidden like an Easter Egg for you to find.

Like its predecessors, “The Good, the Bad, and the Merc” includes all-new stories by a variety of bestselling authors—and some you may not have heard of...yet. Edited by universe creators Mark Wandrey and Chris Kennedy, authors Kal Spriggs, Terry Mixon, Terry Maggert, T. Allen Diaz, Philip Wohlrab, Chris Smith, Jason Cordova, Stephanie Osborn, Robert E. Hampson, Eric S. Brown, Marisa Wolf, Jon R. Osborne, Kacey Ezell, Mark Wandrey, and Chris Kennedy take on various aspects of the universe, giving you additional insight into a galaxy where there are good races, bad races, and a whole lot of mercs!

Mark and I are indebted to the authors who participated in this project for their time and talents, and to David Drake for the foreword. 

Why David Drake for the foreword to the third of these anthologies? Hammer’s Slammers. This is one of the best mercenary books, ever. One of the first scifi books I ever read was Hammer’s Slammers, and it is a major reason why you’re reading this right now. It also taught me the word cyan, which, as a guy, was a color I didn’t know existed. The bottom line is if you haven’t read Hammer’s Slammers, you should. Having been there, David Drake knows what war is all about, and we’re indebted to him for sharing his thoughts.

Chris Kennedy

Virginia Beach, VA
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​Foreword by David Drake
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SOLDIERS AND THE CIVIL GOVERNMENT

Anyone with a background in history knows that mercenary soldiers often have a difficult relationship with the government they’re working for. Mercenaries have sometimes overthrown the employing government, but from my reading I don’t believe that’s as common as national armies mutinying to put their general on the throne. (Occasionally even against the general’s wishes; but once the subject is raised, the general has no option but to go along with the rebellion).

A more common scenario is for a civil government to decide that it’s more practical to stiff mercenaries of their pay—and often, for safety’s sake, to massacre the former mercenaries.

Some of the most famous figures in the classical world were involved in this sort of treachery. Aratus of Sicyon, the greatest leader of the Achaean League, decided that paying the League’s mercenaries after one of its wars with the Aetolians would cause the citizens of the League undue financial strain—so he simply dismissed the troops unpaid.

The consequences for the League weren’t immediate, but they were serious nonetheless: the Acheans weren’t able to hire mercenaries the next time they needed them—and war was endemic in Greece of the 3rd century BC. In the slightly longer term, Aratus and the League might have been better off if they had behaved honorably.

In a similar situation, the Carthaginians fought the First Punic War largely through mercenaries. (The most famous being Xanthippus, the Spartan soldier who trained the Carthaginians to defeat and destroy the Roman invasion force under Regulus.)

Despite the victory over Regulus, Rome won the war and imposed heavy penalties on Carthage. The Carthaginians decided they were unable to pay Rome and also pay their mercenaries—and decided that cheating the mercs was the better option. They decided to disband the mercenaries in small groups and send them away with partial payment or less. The mercenaries figured this out and rebelled before the plan could be implemented.

The result was an extremely vicious war which the Carthaginians eventually won by putting Hamilcar Barca in charge. He had been leading the mercenaries effectively in Sicily and due to Hamilcar’s skill, the revolt was suppressed. The mercenaries were largely slaughtered.

In this case, there’s no question but that Carthage would have been better off treating the mercenaries honorably to begin with. That isn’t the way governments seem to think. Soldiers are, to civilian governments, basically disposable once the fighting ends.

I’m not talking only about ‘mercenary soldiers’ who are, after all, hirelings and often foreigners. (“Often” but not by any means “always.”) Housman’s famous Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries referred to the professional soldiers of the British Expeditionary Force in 1914, who stopped the many-times larger German First Army’s drive for the coast, thereby saving France. To an upper class Brit they, though British citizens, were merely mercenaries because they fought for pay.)

For an example of more personal interest to me, consider the way the United States government treated its soldiers during the Vietnam War. All the government cared about us—enlistees as well as draftees—was numbers.

Robert S. McNamara, the technocrat who shaped the US conduct of the war, lowered the Army minimum intelligence test level for recruits by two points, adding another hundred thousand manifestly unfit soldiers (Project 100,000). He also began drafting graduate students. I don’t know how many bodies that added, but my estimate in 1969 was that a third of my Basic Training Battalion was white kids from Western North Carolina; a similar percentage of black kids from Detroit; and the remainder were college graduates. 

The first thing the army tried to do after drafting college graduates was to get us to sign up for a longer period of active duty than the two years we were required to serve. A lieutenant took me into his office and ran through a long list of special training that I could take. Except for the last, all the options involved me giving the Army an additional one or two years of active duty. (It would also involve my serial number being changed from US to RA—that is, enlisted instead of drafted. Keep that in mind when you look at figures on how many of the troops in Nam had been drafted.)

The lieutenant also emphasized why I might want to do that: anyone with a college degree who didn’t sign up for a special school would be classified 11B—infantry—and sent to Nam as a grunt. (I took the last option, the 47-week Vietnamese language course in 30 weeks. I was still going to Nam, but this way I wound up riding armored vehicles instead of humping through the boonies on foot. That was just good luck.) 

Everyone knows the American public didn’t welcome returning Nam vets, but how did the US Government prepare us to return to the civilian lives from which it had ripped us for what Mr. McNamara later described as “a terrible mistake”?

In my case, I got several weeks knocked off my tour in Viet Nam so I could return to Duke Law School (out of which I’d been drafted). Seventy-two hours after I left the Returnee Barracks at Long Binh, heading for my flight to Travis AFB in California—back to The World, as we put it in Nam—I was in the lounge of Duke Law School, preparing to start my fourth semester.

There was no counselling offered (not that I wanted it; I just wanted out of the Army). The US Government didn’t care any more about its former soldiers than Aratus or the Carthaginian Senate had about theirs.

I guess we should be glad they didn’t decide to massacre us. I’m very much afraid it may have crossed some governmental minds, though.

The government left it up to me and other veterans to take care of ourselves. My way of doing that was to write stories which allowed me to describe the experience of a soldier in Viet Nam, using fiction as a distancing mechanism. I wasn’t writing history, I wasn’t even writing personal memoirs.

I was, however, trying to tell the truth about what a soldier feels—and perhaps more important, what a soldier doesn’t feel. If you let yourself feel too much in a war zone, you go nuts. You do the things you have to do, and you keep on going. Or of course you die; and even if you walk off the plane without a visible wound on your return to The World, you may have given yourself up for dead months before.

This sort of realistic appraisal of what it means to be a soldier was almost unique in the science fiction of the ‘70s when I started writing about Hammer’s Slammers. The stories didn’t sell for over a year, but I continued to write them: they were my counselling, a chance to tell the truth aloud—and let my anger out in a socially acceptable fashion.

When the stories did sell, they gained a following—there were a lot of veterans out there. As a result it’s now possible to write military SF which realistically explores the cost of war, including the cost to the soldier. The book you’re holding is an example of that new appreciation.

Dave Drake

david-drake.com

July 21, 2017

* * * * *
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ARGONAUT by Kal Spriggs
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“This is bullshit,” Captain Schultz whined in front of the company formation. As far as I was concerned, that seemed to be his primary skill set. “We’ve got tons of combat experience! We’re geared up for war, sir! Why did they leave the Argonauts behind?”

“I get you, Captain.” Colonel Julian Neubauer gave a smug grin, “But, think of it this way: we get paid for guarding the ambassadorial delegation and command staff while those no-necked thugs go spill blood. Trust me, I protested quite a bit, but this is just how things worked out. There was no swaying them.”

“Damn, sir,” Captain Schultz growled, “I really wanted to get a piece of the action; maybe get some trophies, you know?”

I had my doubts about the conversation, but I wasn’t going to voice them aloud. After all, I was a lowly staff sergeant and Colonel Neubauer ran the Argonauts. He had paid for our transportation out here, and it was his money that paid for our weapons, armor, and ammo. While I’d wager he squeezed every credit until it screamed, we were here on his dime, and I’d taken his money so I had to toe the line.

“Staff Sergeant Azoros, how the hell do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?” Private Reedie asked me in a low voice. 

The men can see these two are full of crap already, I thought. “Shut up Reedie,” I growled. The two officers continued their commiserating, oblivious to anything we might say.

“Why didn’t I listen to my mum?” Reedie whispered. “I should have gone into engineering.”

“You ain’t got shit for brains,” I hissed back.

“Actually,” Private Grimes spoke up, “Reedie tested really well for technical proficiency, I’ll bet if he put his mind to it—”

“Shut up, Professor,” I snapped.

“Yeah,” Corporal Gomez said with a giggle, “shut up, Professor.” I glared at Gomez. I needn’t have bothered. Gomez wasn’t afraid of me, and he thought too much of himself. “If this was my company, you’d both be out on your asses...”

“Gomez...” I growled. Sooner or later I’d have to take Gomez down a notch, but I wasn’t looking forward to that. Not because I couldn’t win. Gomez was a fail-out from the Golden Horde, which meant he couldn’t pass their rigorous training standards, while I’d seen multiple combat tours back in my old mercenary unit. Granted, I hadn’t left on the best of terms, and I was a bit out of practice, but I still could wipe the floor with him. I just didn’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention to my squad...

“Staff Sergeant,” Captain Schultz had turned to look over at us, “why are my men talking in the ranks?!” His voice broke a bit and developed an awkward squeak, almost as if he realized he was yelling at a six-foot-six mercenary who’d seen far too much combat. He continued in a more moderate tone, “Can’t you see the Colonel is briefing me on the situation?”

“Yes, sir, sorry sir, I’ll take care of it, sir!” I gave the best, most crisp salute I could, as comically as I could. What can I say, I’m an asshole, I thought to myself.

A couple of men in my squad giggled, but Captain Schultz gave me a serious nod. “Excellent.”

I hate him so much, I thought to myself. Yet this was the best I could do. Ten years of hard service in some of the toughest merc campaigns, and here I was, on a crappy little planet no one had ever heard of, pulling garrison duty with a unit that wasn’t fit to clean the latrines of my old unit. I shouldn’t have punched that bastard, I thought of my old commander; I should have shot him somewhere painful instead...

Here I was, Jason Azoros, veteran of numerous campaigns, skilled in the use of three variants of CASPers and over 40 different modern weapon systems, implanted with the latest sets of pinplants... and Julian Neubauer’s Argonauts was the only unit that would take me. My last commander had burned me badly, and I had no one to blame but myself. Stupid name for his company, I thought as I stared at my nominally superior officers. The name meant the sailors of Argo. The Colonel is too much of a cheapskate to buy a garbage scow, much less any ship worth naming...

Captain Schultz and Colonel Neubauer had gone back to knob-polishing one another, and I scowled at Gomez and the rest of my squad. “Next one of you opens your mouth, I’ll put my boot up your ass.” They looked sullen, but they kept their mouths shut.

We all knew what to expect. Colonel Neubauer would spend another 30 minutes or more having his ego stroked by Captain Schultz, with the entire unit as an audience. After that, he’d go back to his office and probably put together some fancy report for our employers about how effective we were as a deterrent against rear-area operations or some kind of crap like that. Then he’d make certain everything was in the right font. It wouldn’t do for him to present a brief with Calibri font, after all. If everything worked out well, we wouldn’t see him again until tomorrow.

Captain Schultz would call in his platoon leaders, and they’d repeat the process. If we were really lucky, Captain Schultz would be pleased with 20 minutes of fawning, then our platoon leaders would give us our assignments, and we could go back to guarding Bedarine Seven’s capital, about a thousand miles from the front lines.

Even as I thought that, Colonel Neubauer gave a crisp, parade-ground salute and sauntered away, high-fiving Lieutenant Chin on his way back to his headquarters. His female clerk followed after him, and I felt a moment’s pity for the young woman. How bad must it be to be stuck around him all day?

“My feet hurt,” Reedie muttered.

I turned my head and gave him my crazy eyes. Reedie went pale and his prominent Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

“All our feet hurt, Reedie,” Corporal Gomez replied; either he didn’t see my look, or he didn’t care. “It’s ‘cause this is amateur hour, and Captain Schultz has his head so far up Colonel Neubauer’s—”

“Staff Sergeant Azoros!” Captain Schultz barked out, looking up from his platoon leaders. “Apparently you feel your squad has already received the mission, and you’ve begun your own briefing?”

“Sir?” I asked as calmly as I could manage. 

“Since that’s the case, you and your squad can accompany me and Second Platoon to the landing platform, just in case any cargo from the delegation requires offloading.”

Shit, I thought to myself. Second Platoon had the nicest looking gear, not because Captain Schultz liked them better, but because Colonel Neubauer seemed to like the number two. Similarly, we were Second Company, but we only had one company of CASPers. Second Platoon’s nicer-looking gear meant they often pulled dignitary guard duty for formal ceremonies. Second Squad of Second Platoon was filled with the Colonel’s old drinking buddies, most of whom were barely standing, and I could smell the alcohol oozing out of their skin from where I stood. This was going to suck.

First Platoon had to “assist” one time in the past couple months. We’d spent 18 hours using our CASPers to unload cargo crates as a “favor” to our employers. The Colonel had loved it, and he had said that the “multilateral use of resources” showed “great initiative.”

I was going to kill Gomez. Probably Reedie, too.

“Yes, sir!” I barked out. Apparently I’d pitched my voice a bit louder than I intended, and Captain Schultz and his platoon leaders all took a couple of startled steps back. Fuck this, I thought to myself, Reedie was right, how the hell do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?

* * *
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An hour later, we were suited up in our obsolete Mark Six CASPers. I switched over to the squad net. “Alright, Professor, what do you know about this delegation?”

“Staff Sergeant,” Private Grimes muttered, “what makes you think I know anything about them?”

“You know everything,” I answered. Unlike the rest of us, Grimes came from a decent family back on Earth. He’d done two years of college, working on a degree he could use to build a brighter future for humanity, then he realized he could make a fortune breaking stuff and blowing things up instead. Unfortunately for him, he’d joined the Argonauts. Classic blunder, I thought to myself, sign up with the first unit that offered to take you...

After all, I’d made the same mistake. Granted, in my case, I hadn’t had many options. I should have shot him; I really should have shot him...

“I just like to read up on stuff, that’s all,” Grimes responded.

“Are you saying you don’t know anything about them?” I demanded.

“No...” Grimes admitted. “This delegation is made up of Cartar, from the Antara system. Their planet has abnormally heavy quantities of deuterium, so it’s sort of a win-win situation. They sell the Lotar fuel to carry out their war, and they get rich, plus they get plenty of F11 from the Lotar mines to make their own reactors.”

“Why send delegates, then?” I asked. Meeting in person was difficult. It required travel, and we weren’t in a big system so they ran the risk of encountering pirates or some kind of hostile attack when they came in to land. Bedarine Seven was a war-zone, after all, and from what I’d heard, our side didn’t have nearly as much control of things as it liked to pretend. The Lotar were here to back their group of natives against the group of natives who lived where they wanted to mine. Since the F11 mining operations I’d seen before made the Moon look pretty hospitable in comparison, I didn’t really blame the natives for fighting over it.

Grimes didn’t reply right away. After a moment, I prompted him, “Come on, Professor...”

“Look,” Grimes said, “I don’t really know, okay? I read somewhere that the Antaran Cartar are some kind of splinter group; they aren’t part of the greater Cartar species. They don’t have many trade partners...and they used to trade with natives who used to be in charge—the guys we’re here to fight. Apparently they already imported F11 from them, just nowhere near as much as the Lotar think they can provide.”

“Great,” Gomez muttered, “so they don’t like us?”

“I don’t know,” Grimes admitted. “I mean, why would they send a trade delegation if they weren’t interested in trade, right?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. “So they’re Cartars,” I said. I’d encountered a few, they were big octopi-looking aliens that lived underwater.

“I hate mollusks,” Corporal Gomez muttered.

“Technically they’re cephalopods, a subspecies of mollusk” Grimes corrected.

“Never met a good one,” Gomez began. “Back in the Golden Horde....”

“Was this before or after you failed out of their training program?” I snapped.

Gomez shut up. It was a sullen silence, though. He and I were going to have to work it out. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to kill the damned fool. Then I’d have to explain it to Schultz. Then there would be all kinds of paperwork, and I hate paperwork...

Speak of the devil, I thought to myself as Captain Schultz emerged onto the landing pad. Like the rest of us, he wore the older Mark Six CASPer. His, though, bore the latest upgrades, complete with variable reflective coatings and a shoulder-mounted laser. He also carried a laser carbine secondary weapon on his hip, but I knew he hadn’t fired either of the weapons, not even when the company went to the range. I still wasn’t sure if that was because he was that poor of a shot, or simply because he didn’t know how to fire them.

“Second Platoon,” Captain Schultz snapped out, “Form up!”

“Squad,” I snapped, “Form up.”

“No, no, no,” Captain Schultz waved the arm of his suit, “Staff Sergeant Azoros, your squad will form up to the side...uh, over there.” He gestured off to the rear of the platform, mostly out of sight behind stacked crates. “If we need you to help unload, I’ll let you know.”

“Yes, sir,” I growled. “Squad, fall in,” I snapped, even as I cued up our positions on my screens. Newer CASPers bore Tri-V’s, and I could have used those to position my platoon while half asleep. But it took a bit more time and effort on the older displays.

We fell in on our position and waited. Even in the CASPer, my feet began to hurt. “So,” Reedie spoke up, “Professor, do you want to play some Towers and Terrors tonight after we finish—”

“Squad,” I snapped. “Full weapons and equipment readiness check!”

All of them grumbled, but they got to it. A full readiness check would require the entirety of their attention, going through maintenance subroutines and making certain their weapons, ammo, and capacitors were at a hundred percent.

Since Colonel Neubauer skimped on parts, I knew none of them would be at a hundred percent. But that didn’t matter. I’d helped to scavenge the best replacement parts I could find, and I knew which systems weren’t needed. When necessary, I’d even stolen from other platoons. Second Platoon may look the best, I thought with a smirk, but if they really get into some shit...

That was highly unlikely. We were here for show. The Lotar knew they’d gotten the second string with the Argonauts, and they didn’t want anyone to swat their paper tigers. They’d keep us far from the front, a “reserve” force in a war they were winning without our help.

This far out from civilized space, an exotic company of armored humans was far more useful for impressing than it was in a position where it could be defeated.

“Here we are,” Grimes said, just as my sensors picked out the descending ship. “Huh, that’s funny. That’s an old Styx-class, not what I’d figure for a diplomatic ship.”

“A what?” I asked.

“Styx,” Grimes said.

“We heard you the first time, Professor,” Gomez sneered. “He means what the hell is a Styx?”

“It’s an old gunboat. There were a few built for the Peacemakers, but all of them were decommissioned a few decades back. They were too big and expensive for the Peacemakers to operate. It looks like they pulled the guns off, but you can see how heavy that thing is...lots of armor and, well, it’s huge!”

I couldn’t argue with that. The squat, angry-looking craft on approach didn’t look anything like what I’d send on a diplomatic mission. On impulse, I spoke, “Squad, go to weapons ready status.”

“Staff Sergeant?” Reedie asked in surprise.

“Just do it,” I hissed.

The ship settled down to the landing pad without any hostile actions, but I still felt uneasy about the situation. Who brought a decommissioned gunboat to a trade negotiation?

The ramp opened and out came the delegation. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. The five Cartar exited in spheres of water, with rolling metal frames that seemed to provide support and structure. They were crouched inside their balls, meshed into the machinery that controlled their contraptions. In the lead was the biggest Cartar I’d ever seen. He towered over the CASPers of Second Platoon, and they were nine feet tall.

“I ain’t ever seen a mollusk in that kind of rig before,” Gomez grunted.

“Cephalopod,” Grimes corrected automatically. “Wow,” he said after a moment, “that’s fascinating. They’re using the cages sort of like hamster wheels to move around. But there’s some kind of electromagnetic field around them that keeps the water inside and supports them...”

“Smart,” I said. Most of the Cartar I’d encountered had issues operating outside of water. It left them weaker and at a disadvantage to land-dwellers. It seemed the Antaran Cartar had found a way to compensate.

“Greetings,” an automated voice spoke. It seemed to come from one of the Cartar’s water balls, but not the big one in the lead. “Who is in charge here? We wish to greet you.” Whoever had programmed the translator either hadn’t bothered with emotion emulators or had configured it to sound threatening, on purpose.

I brought up my passive scanners, trying to learn what I could about the Cartar’s balls. The electromagnetic fields that contained their water played havoc with my scanners. I couldn’t tell a damned thing about what was inside those balls. They all had to have serious power sources, possibly even fusion-driven.

Why not, I thought, when your system has plenty of fuel...

“I’m in charge,” Captain Schultz spoke up. He stepped forward, “On behalf of the Lotar Industrial Commission of Bendarine Seven, I greet you...”

The big Cartar rolled forward. Before I knew what had happened, it rolled over Captain Schultz, pulling him into the ball of water, only a few feet from the big octopus alien.

“What’s going on?” Captain Schultz’s voice on his radio was heavily distorted, probably from the EM field. This isn’t good, I thought, as I switched my MAC’s safety off.

“I think he’s trying to greet you, sir,” Lieutenant Chin said, helpfully.

“Oh, well then...” Captain Schultz chuckled nervously.

The big Cartar’s eight arms spread out, and he embraced Captain Schultz. The gesture caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

“Friendly fellows, aren’t they?” Captain Schultz laughed. “Wait, what, no, stop! He’s biting through my armor! Oh, God, get him off me!”

Then the screaming began.

* * *
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To give Second Platoon credit, they didn’t hesitate more than a few seconds before they opened fire. Unfortunately, almost all of them were armed with fancy-looking laser weapons.

I watched as the lasers impacted the five spheres and caused water to splash out, but failed to penetrate. “Tune your frequencies for penetration!” I shouted to them, even as I directed my squad to sheltered positions.

Captain Schultz was still screaming over the company net. He had the command override, and I wasn’t going to push through.

At least they aren’t armed, I thought to myself.

They proved me wrong as Lieutenant Chin’s armor erupted in flames. A moment later, I spotted the laser fire coming from inside the spheres. Of course, they’d adjusted the frequencies of their laser weapons to allow them to shoot through their water spheres.

“Return fire!” I barked out to my men.

Second Platoon was going down quickly, though, and as they dropped, I saw more of the death balls roll down the ramp. Two, then four, then a dozen. These were different; they were armored, the surfaces shifting as they rolled, firing ports snapping open and closed as the pilots inside fired.

This wasn’t a fight, it was a massacre.

“Focus fire,” I snapped at my squad, designating two of the death balls closest to us. I fired my MAC, and the hypersonic rounds impacted the unarmored water spheres with huge splashes, yet our projectile rounds didn’t seem to gain any real penetration. The water, I thought to myself. “All Argonaut units, this is Argonaut Two-One-Two, we have a foothold situation, we are under serious attack. I repeat, we are under serious attack!”

“Screw this,” Gomez snapped, “I’m not paid enough for this shit!”

“Gomez, hold your damned position!” I snapped back.

“Argonaut Two One Two,” a calm voice replied. “That’s a negative, we don’t have any drills on the schedule, over.”

“This isn’t a god-damned drill!” I shouted. Our combined firepower finally seemed to hit something and the nearest of the Cartar went limp in his harness. But there were five of them firing back at us. Past them, I saw the remnants of Second Platoon falling back.

“I’m going to have to get Argonaut Two on the net...”

“Argonaut Two is down!” I snapped. “Those mollusk bastards ate him!”

“Cephalopod, Staff Sergeant,” Grimes chimed in.

“How do I get out of this chicken-shit outfit?” Reedie whined, as he returned fire.

“I’ll need to get some kind of authorization...”

The net went down with a squeal of static. At least I didn’t have to listen to the idiots anymore.

* * *
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The only reason we made it back to our base was because the damned squids went chasing after Second Platoon. Periodically, my suit’s sensors picked up weapons fire as the survivors of Second Platoon continued to run to the south. Who could blame them? They were outgunned and taken by surprise. It looked as if the Cartar had targeted their squad leaders first, which meant the survivors were little more than a broken rabble.

I led my squad up the hill to the Argonaut headquarters. Third Platoon stood around, half of them out of their Mark 6 CASPers, the other half in suits, with their weapon’s slung. “What’s happening?” Lieutenant Bohannan asked, wearing only a pair of trousers, “Some kind of firearms practice? The Colonel is irritated; he can’t pick up Captain Schultz.” He scratched his hairy chest and spat a blob of chewing tobacco-laced spit.

“That’s because he’s dead, you moron,” I snapped at him over my suit’s speakers, not caring who heard. “Get your men ready, those eight-legged freaks are coming for us as soon as they finish with the rest of Second Platoon.”

“What?” Bohannan stared blankly at me. His bovine expression annoyed me at the best of times. Under these circumstances, I wanted to wipe it off his face with a burst from my MAC. I’ll need all the ammo I have left, I reminded myself. Instead I reached out and used my CASPer enhanced strength to shove him out of my way and stalked forward.

“Suit up, get to your battle positions, now!” I snapped. Mercenaries scattered. They didn’t look ready to fight. I knew they spent more time watching lewd movies and playing games than they did training. I knew from my old unit that a well-trained regiment would have trouble fighting off this kind of surprise attack. I didn’t have a well-equipped, well-trained regiment. I had two platoons, armed with obsolete garbage and made up of whatever criminals, miscreants, and desperate hopefuls Colonel Neubauer had been able to find.

I turned and looked over the spaceport. Smoke had begun to rise from the areas of fighting, and I heard the dull thuds of distant explosions. The spaceport sprawled across a few low hills, the tallest of which held our headquarters, as well as the Lotar’s control bunker. I had no doubt our employers would order us to fight to the death to defend them. Nor did I doubt that if we retreated, they would transmit that we’d broken our contract, and that their corporation would probably put a hefty bounty on all our heads.

Not that Colonel Neubauer would hesitate if he realized how dangerous this fight will be...

“What is the meaning of this?” Colonel Neubauer demanded as he strode forward in his shiny, gleaming Mark Eight CASPer.

Speak of the devil, I thought to myself. “Sir, perhaps we should speak away from the men?” I asked. I didn’t trust him not to put a serious scare into the men...or worse, order them to stand down or retreat. I’d seen how fast those death-balls moved. There was no way our Mark Six CASPers could outrun them, especially not across the flat plains that surrounded the spaceport.

“Of course. Did Captain Schultz send you with a message? I’m having trouble getting through on Channel Two,” Colonel Neubauer started walking back to his headquarters building. Again with the twos...this guy has some weird fixations.

I didn’t answer out loud, not until we got inside his headquarters. I paused there, though, opened my clamshell and climbed out. I motioned to the Colonel’s clerk to come forward. “Go outside,” I ordered.

“Ah, yes, secret orders, I see...” Colonel Neubauer opened his suit too, and climbed out eagerly, rubbing his hands together. “I knew I made the right call in hiring you, Staff Sergeant Azoros—a fellow veteran, like Captain Schultz and I. Tell me, what’s going on? Why is the command net down?”

I spoke slowly and carefully, judging the effect of my words, “Sir, Captian Schultz is dead. Second Platoon is being overrun. The Cartar—”

“Nonsense!” Colonel Neubauer shook his head. He ran a hand across his blonde comb-over, as if checking to see if it had flown free from his vigorous head-shake. “Second Platoon is our finest, our best equipped! The nearest enemy is over two thousand kilometers away! Captain Schultz is a capable officer! Tell me, is this some kind of trick? Did he put you up to it?”

Colonel Neubauer adopted a sly expression. “Ah, I see what it is...this is a joke of some kind, isn’t it? Some kind of gag that Captain Schultz wanted to pull on me? I do know he has a fine sense of humor...a fine man he is...did he put you up to this?”

I felt a sick sensation worm its way through my guts as I stared at my nominal superior. I felt distant as I answered, like it was someone else’s voice coming out of my mouth, “Yes, sir. In fact, he has a special surprise for you. I told him you wouldn’t be fooled, but he was quite insistent.”

“Of course, of course,” Colonel Neubauer nodded sharply, then quickly ran a hand over his comb-over. “Right then. I’ll have to turn the tables on him. I’ll head right down there...invasion, pah! I’ll bet the Cartar delegation brought some kind of gift for us! Maybe fireworks, I do so love fireworks...”

If only you knew...“Yes, sir,” I answered, still feeling distant and somewhat sick. “I suppose you should head down there if you want to catch Captain Schultz.” A distant explosion punctuated my words. As I stared at the commanding officer and owner of the Argonauts, I wondered if he’d become unhinged suddenly or if the absurd military themes he’d insisted upon had been symptoms of some long-standing problem...and they’d somehow covered up his condition. Either way, it doesn’t matter.

“I hate to ruin the surprise...” Colonel Neubauer hesitated. Then he went on, smiling and rubbing his hands, “But I can’t let them think they can pull one over on the old man, eh? I’ll head out immediately...”

“Sir,” I spoke, still feeling disconnected and distant, “they’ll probably see you coming in your armor, perhaps you could take mine.”

“Yes! Yes! Excellent idea, Staff Sergeant Azoros, excellent idea,” Colonel Neubauer nodded, this time his comb-over flew up, like a rooster’s comb. He looked me up and down, “It should fit just fine. Help me get inside; it’s been a few years since I wore an old Mark Six.”

“Of course, sir,” I said. I helped him into the armor. It didn’t take long. I could hear the sound of gunfire and explosions drawing closer. “Sir,” I said after a moment, “perhaps it would be wise if I wore your armor, so Captain Schultz doesn’t realize you’re on the way?”

“Yes, excellent, my access code is two-two-two-two-two,” Colonel Neubauer said.

I froze, staring at him as he closed his armor. “You didn’t biolock your armor, sir?”

“Of course not, why would I bother? No one would dare steal my equipment. Now, I’m heading out. Don’t you dare warn Captain Schultz that I’m on my way. This will be fantastic...”

He turned and stomped out of the building. I took my time climbing into his armor, checking systems and bringing everything online. Putting on the Mark Eight was like coming home. He’d left almost all the combat systems on their default settings and, as I stepped forward, I began reconfiguring it. His access code let me into every part of the system and my implants made me one with the armor. I was in, and I controlled everything...weapons, navigation, communications, and even his bank accounts. As I stepped through the door I reconfigured the command net and pulsed out an updated set of frequencies to the rest of the Argonauts. We’d been on one of the default radio encryption sets, but I set us to a frequency hopping variable net and as I did so, the entire network came to life.

I found the clerk outside. She was looking around with wide eyes, flinching at every distant explosion. “Get all support personnel,” I snapped. “Order them to draw every weapon from the armory and report to the southern perimeter.”

“Yes, Colonel!” She gave a shaky salute, clearly grateful to get some kind of orders.

I messaged my squad directly, “First Squad, report.”

“Is that you, Staff Sergeant?” Reedie asked.

“Yes,” I hissed as I jogged in their direction, the seven-and-a-half-foot-tall armor’s feet thudding on the hard-packed ground.

“Third Platoon has sort of formed up, but no one knows where their LT went,” Gomez said. “I think he’s probably pissing himself...”

“Right,” I snapped, “Where’s our LT?”

“Still drunk,” Grimes reported. “I tried to wake him up, but he wasn’t having it.”

“Of course,” I said. “Professor, I need you to do something. Do you still have that voice altering software?” The Professor had used it to alter Gomez’s CASPer radio to sound like Daffy Duck. I could privately admit I’d found it hilarious, especially since it had filtered his voice back to his suit sounding normal. It had taken Gomez a week to figure out why everyone laughed at him whenever he said something over the radio.

“Uh, Staff Sergeant, you told me to delete it...”

“Do you have the damned program?!” I snapped.

“Yeah, Staff Sergeant, I do, but...”

“I’m closing on your position, I need you to upload it into the CASPer I’m wearing. I need to sound like Colonel Neubauer,” I snapped.

“But Staff Sergeant, don’t we have bigger issues...”

“Grimes!” I snapped.

“Yes, Staff Sergeant,” Grimes said. “I’ll need a sample of his voice.”

I looked through the Colonel’s files. Of course, he had a recording of every speech he’d ever made. In his entire command. It was something over a terabyte. I transferred it all to Grimes in a burst, just as I arrived at the perimeter. A moment later, he sent me the voice modulation file. As I uploaded it, I scanned my sensors. I was picking up one lone CASPer headed toward the enemy. Some part of me almost called out to the Colonel. Before I could, his icon winked out of existence, and my sensors picked up a distant explosion.

“All Argonauts,” I said, using the Colonel’s voice. “Form on the southern perimeter. First Platoon has the center. Third Platoon, put your First Squad on the east flank and your Second Squad on the west.” The two NCO’s from Third Platoon were more solid than their platoon leader. Not by much, but enough that I figured they could hold the flanks. I didn’t think the Cartar bastards would be flanking us. The way things had gone so far, they’d probably roll right up the middle.

“Take your positions!” I snapped. I watched as the icons moved away.

I sent a tight-beam transmission to the squad leaders, “This is Staff Sergeant Azoros. I’ve seen these bastards in action. ‘They have armored balls, they roll fast, they have laser weapons, and serious power outputs. Have your squads focus fire on them one by one, understand me?”

I waited until the three of them sent me affirmatives. In my Mark Eight I would be able to identify targets and sort priorities...but right now we were down to only 20 CASPers, plus about 30 support personnel. I didn’t know if we could hold out, much less win.

The support personnel reported in, and I snapped out directions to them, mostly putting them in the stationary perimeter turrets. Technically, manning those was the responsibility of our employers and their allies, but I hadn’t seen any of them around since the fighting broke out.

The locally-made, chemically-powered autocannons mounted on the turrets should hit the enemy hard, but I didn’t know how accurate our support personnel would be. Hitting the fast, agile deathballs was going to be difficult under the best of circumstances.

As if to punctuate that thought, the first of the Cartar deathballs rolled out of the spaceport below us and started up the hill. Weapon ports snapped open and laser fire lanced through the air, slicing a trail of destruction through one of our turrets.

“Open fire,” I snapped. I highlighted the deathball, and all of First Platoon opened up. Weapons fire tore up the ground around it, and a few shots glanced off the armored surface as it raced up the hill toward us. “Hit it, damn you!” I snapped.

Someone fired a missile that raced down the hill and struck the deathball square on. There was an odd, almost muffled explosion and a huge spray of water. The deathball slowly began to roll down the hill, leaking inky-stained water from a jagged hole where the missile had penetrated.

“Nice shooting, Wilkens,” I said, identifying the gunner. He was my squad’s mechanic, I’d helped him get the job as I’d had experience working with him before. Now I regretted it...he was going to die and it was going to be my fault. We were all going to die. “Reload! Here come the rest.”

Before I’d finished speaking, what looked like a hundred deathballs rolled out of the cover of the buildings and began heading up the hill. I marked targets and fired at the same time. Laser fire didn’t seem to do much to the armor so I switched frequencies, even as I watched my powerpack drain.

“Die you mollusk bastards, die!” Gomez shouted next to me, laying on with his heavy MAC. The big magnetic-driven rounds punched into a deathball only thirty feet away, close enough that I could see the heavy tungsten rounds drive all the way through. As the deathball rolled to a halt, it began leaking like a colander.

“They’re cephalapods, Gomez!” Grimes shouted as he fired. The lighter rounds most of our CASPers carried didn’t seem to penetrate the heavy armor of the deathballs. I turned my laser on the one he was targeting, burning through the center. It detonated, spraying water, steam, and fragments of armor in all directions.

“Shut up, Professor; you ain’t hit one of them yet!” Gomez shouted, firing at another deathball, his heavy MAC chewing through it at close range. “I got you! I got you, you mollusk bas—”

Gomez broke off, and I saw his icon wink out. A glance at him showed that a laser had cut across the chest plate of his armor and peeled it back like popcorn...only this was blood, metal, and flesh.

“You bastards, you got Gomez!” Grimes shouted, “Die you mollusks, die!”

There didn’t seem to be an end to them. The deathballs kept rolling forward and the Argonauts kept dying. Icons winked out as we stood on line, firing everything we had at the enemy armor. It was insane; it was horrible. I would never have expected any of them to stand and fight and die, yet it was like none of us ever thought to run.

The battery died in my Chung-series laser, so I ripped the heavy MAC off of Gomez’s shoulder, firing it by hand. At this range, what I lost in accuracy didn’t matter. I saw the Colonel’s clerk run right up to the side of a deathball and slap a grenade through a weapon port just as it opened to fire the laser beam that sliced her in half. The grenade detonated a fraction of a second after she died, blasting the deathball apart in a geyser of water and bits of squid.

One of the mechanics gave a whoop as he fired the heavy autocannon on the turret into a pair of deathballs, then the entire turret vanished in a fireball, sending unarmored men sprawling or dancing around in flames. I laid into the nearest deathball, firing until the heavy MAC’s magazine emptied. I threw it to the side and reached blindly for a weapon from another fallen mercenary.

It was hell. It was absolute chaos. Somewhere in the middle of it I found myself laughing, screaming, and crying as I lifted another weapon. “To hell with this!” I shouted. I raised my weapon and bounded over the rampart, “Charge!”

I ran forward into the middle of three deathballs. They tried to shoot me, but they stopped firing when I got between them, too afraid to hit their own. I fired at them from point blank range, the rounds from my MAC sparking off armor and occasionally punching through. As my magazine emptied, I charged the nearest one, my servo-enhanced strength allowing me to punch through the deathball’s armor and rip it, creating a massive hole.

A lashing tentacle swung out at me and locked around the arm of my CASPer, but I caught it with both hands and pulled. I dug in my feet, dragging backwards and a moment later there was a sharp jolt and I stumbled back, holding the tentacle and a large piece of Cartar leaking inky blood in long runnels.

I saw movement to my side and turned, only to see the rest of the Argonauts had followed my charge. Reedie and Grimes were prying open another deathball, and Reedie pulled the squirming Cartar out of it and threw it on the ground. They both stomped on it with their armored feet and ichorous blood splashed everywhere.

Wilkens ran past and fired his missile launcher. The missile barely had enough distance to arm before it struck a deathball, blasting out the forward hemisphere and spraying Wilkens with scalding, boiling water. The rest of the Argonauts didn’t slow. They were among the enemy, firing, dropping grenades under the spheres, fighting, killing, and dying in a way that stopped the enemy cold.

The last four deathballs tried to retreat, yet they took fire as they did so. Three of them lost water from dozens of hits and slowly ground to a halt. Then the last one wobbled out of control into the wall of a burning building.

I stood there, my armor stained with soot and Cartar blood.

We’d won. The hell of it was, looking back, I almost wish we hadn’t.

* * *
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The Argonauts were effectively dead as a force. Of the three platoons of Mark Six CASPers, there were only five functional, plus the Colonel’s Mark Eight, which I still wore. There were 20 of us still alive out of 37 CASPer pilots and 30 support personnel. In any mercenary unit I’d ever heard of, anything over 30 percent casualties was a deathblow. Grimes had told me that we’d taken 61.25 percent casualties. All I knew was that 23 of them had died while I was in charge. I was the senior person left alive. At least the Cartar did us a favor in that regard...Some of their stray fire, or possibly a few “friendly” rounds, had killed the First and Third Platoon Leaders. Bohannan had died cowering in the latrine, while my platoon leader had died still drunk in his bed. Every cloud has a silver lining.

“Colonel, we are very pleased with your efforts, very pleased,” the Lotar behind the desk chortled. “We transmitted footage of your assault on our attackers, and the few remaining native holdouts surrendered almost immediately. Apparently they thought their Cartar allies would liberate the planet, and instead you dealt with them! Very good, very good!”

I still wore my soot-stained armor. I didn’t feel very good. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to close my eyes or I’d see Gomez’s shattered armor and hear the screams of men and women as they bled and died. Some part of me, though, realized that this Lotar didn’t really know one human from another, and he probably didn’t much care. The Argonauts had signed on to do the job, and the Argonauts had done it. Why should he care which human was in charge?

Not that I was in charge of very much. Of the 20 of us that survived, at least three would be crippled for life. But the payment Colonel Neubauer had promised would go a long way toward something of a medical retirement for those three, and would hopefully be enough to pay the way home for the rest of us.

“We have marked your contract as completed. The war here is over, and I’m sure the pay in escrow with the Mercenary Guild will be released to you shortly. Your men can, of course, take charge of the spoils of battle, as agreed upon in our contract,” the diminutive Lotar went on. “We’d be willing to pay for their F11 reactors and deuterium, if you wish to sell to us, at the going rate, of course. We’d be willing to purchase their ship, too...”

“Ship?” I asked dully.

The Lotar gave a gesture of impatience, “Yes, ship. The Styx-class, a former Peacemaker vessel, I believe. Your people killed all the Cartar, so according to your contract, the ship is yours.”

“The ship is mine,” I said dully. The old Styx-class gunboat was huge. It had carried more than 24 of the huge deathballs, but it could probably carry a full regiment or more of CASPers. I own a ship...

“Yes, and my technicians have verified that its fuel tanks are mostly full, Colonel, so we’d be willing to pay almost 70 percent of the vessel’s value—”

“No,” I interrupted. “No, I’ll be keeping the ship.” I had no clue how to power a ship up, much less fly one. Grimes will know or he’ll figure it out...“And the rest of the salvage, we’ll load that up too.” Seventy percent market value? I knew I could get 90 percent or more back at Karma. Those deathballs had each mounted an F11 reactor...that was serious cash. Split 20 ways, we could all be rich for the rest of our lives...

Or I could buy some real equipment, a quiet part of my mind spoke. I could recruit good mercenaries, build up a real force...And why not? I’d just defeated a serious force. Who cared about my falling out with my old company...And who cared that I wasn’t really Colonel Neubauer? I had access to his bank accounts, didn’t I?

I began to chuckle as I considered it all. I didn’t even notice the Lotar flinch at my laughter. I was too busy figuring out the possibilities. I had a ship. I had money. Even paying off the survivors of the Argonauts, I’d have more than enough money to rebuild the mercenary company. 

The Argonauts weren’t dead. We were about to be back...and better than ever.

# # # # #
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SHELL GAME by Terry Mixon
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“This is crazy,” Doug Dresden said with a shake of his head as he walked toward the main briefing room on the freighter they’d renamed Times Square. “The timing for this mission is ridiculous. Have we lost our minds? How the hell are we supposed to pull this off?”

Gina Dresden—the senior partner in Dresden’s Dragoons—privately thought they had lost their minds, but she’d never say that publicly. Instead, she grinned. “By doing everything on schedule. None of your usual bumbling around.”

Her brother smiled at that. “I think you’ve gotten the two of us confused. You’re the hot-shit pilot that’s going to be late to her own funeral.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Now isn’t the time to second-guess the plan. We’re committed, little brother. One way or another, this mission is going off on time.”

Doug sighed. “I know. We’ve put a pile of credits into this already. If we fail to complete our part of this mission, we’re broke. Worse than broke.”

She stopped at the hatch to the briefing room. “If we blow this, we’re dead. Every last one of us. We’re taking a huge risk in exchange for a payout like we’ve never imagined. It’ll give us the resources to play in the big leagues, but only if we live to collect.”

“Big like the Four Horsemen?”

“Let’s not get carried away,” she said with a laugh. “If we consider them as tier one in Human mercenaries, we’re looking to jump from tier five to maybe three. A huge jump, but we have to keep things in perspective. We’ll be more like their cabana boys and girls.”

“Only three?” Doug grumbled, more for effect than any real displeasure, she suspected. “I’d figure we could at least make the bench for the big leagues.”

She clapped a hand on his shoulder. “The escalating clauses in our contract might—might!—earn us enough to become second tier, but only if we clear the board. Don’t count on it. That’s a little unlikely.

“Frankly, I’ll just be happy to sucker punch those damned MinSha and survive to tell the tale. Remember what Mom taught us in basic. Focus on what you can achieve. Save the insane risks for when you don’t have a choice.”

“I’m changing your call sign to ‘Debbie Downer,’” he said with a mock glare. “And let me tell you, growing up with Mom as a drill sergeant was not how childhood was supposed to work. Besides, she always liked you best. Why else would I get all the crap duty back then?”

“Some questions answer themselves,” she said with a nudge. “Let’s get in there and get this show on the road. We have to hit the stargate right on the tick, or everything comes apart. Even a minute one way or the other will ruin everything. This has to be perfect, or we’re dead.”

She looked at her watch. “We cross into hyperspace in two hours. That’ll give us just enough time to make sure everything is perfect. Then we’ll have a hundred and seventy hours to get all our pieces in the right places to win this thing.”

“Don’t stress,” Doug said with a grin. “Our little brother will have everything humming along over on our doppelganger.”

* * *
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“The power coupling is fried,” the Jeha engineering technician said. “I can replace it, but it will take time. You need to tell the captain so he can abort our slot at the stargate and reschedule for the next opening.”

Logan Dresden—though that wasn’t the name he was using at the moment—shook his head and quashed the stab of panic before it affected his normally laconic expression. Not that the alien would know what any human expression meant unless it was far better versed in them than he’d have expected.

“The captain won’t want to change our slot,” Logan said firmly. “We have all the MinSha escort ships that would need to alter their own times, and that would create chaos and expense he doesn’t want to be responsible for. The Cartography Guild would exact a stiff penalty for a change now that we are less than two hours out.”

The alien rippled. It might have been the equivalent of a shrug. “That does not change the facts in this case. The power coupling will fail unless it is replaced before we engage the hyperspace generators. I believe the captain would prefer the fine over disappearing into the void.”

He was sure the Pendal owner/operator of the freighter would agree, but that would leave Logan’s siblings hanging in the breeze. He’d have to make it work. Somehow.

The alien millipede didn’t have to worry about the zero-gravity conditions in engineering, not with the grip its many legs provided, but Logan used the provided handholds to slip a little closer to the defective coupling. It looked undamaged, but appearances could be deceiving. Just look at him.

Getting hired onto the freighter as one of the senior engineers hadn’t been a problem. Not once he’d arranged a few “accidents” and “indiscretions” to clear the roster. He’d had to prove himself over the last few months, but he really was a good engineer.

Most aliens worried about humans only when they came in the form of armed mercenaries. Logan was an unthreatening merchant engineer. He’d proven his worth and was now filling in for the chief engineer on this run.

It hadn’t even taken an accident to clear the way. The chief was off the ship birthing offspring, and it had been on the schedule long before Logan had come aboard. All the Human had had to do was make sure he was the logical choice to fill in as the top dog on this run.

Which did him no good if he couldn’t figure out a solution to his current problem. Operation Shell Game was far too advanced to call off. If Logan didn’t fix this, his family was going to stick their heads into a wood chipper.

“Why can’t you swap it out for one from stores?” he asked. “We have plenty in there.”

“This power junction also serves the special cargo area. We have strict orders that its power cannot be interrupted.”

“It has a second connection, but I take your point. We don’t want to risk the special cargo.” 

Certainly not after the captain had made it clear that any damage to the special cargo would be worth all their lives. Logan had no idea what was in there—and with the heavily armed guards, he doubted he’d find out anytime soon—and it really didn’t matter.

The MinSha considered it to be critical to their operations in the Kregin system. That was enough. They wouldn’t tolerate a risk to the cargo.

That didn’t mean there weren’t other options for someone who thought outside the box.

He hooked his arm around a stanchion and pulled his slate out of a holder on his belt. It only took a few moments to bring up the diagram of power cables around the cargo deck. None of them were well situated to provide an impromptu backup, but one of them might work.

“Look at this line to the port-side shuttle bay,” he said while holding the slate out. “We can splice a line here and connect it to the backup supply this coupling usually serves. It will take us an hour to get the new line laid and switch the system over.”

The Jeha tilted its head a little to the side. “That leaves scant time to replace this coupling. It is possible, but we will be ready only minutes before transition. If we make a mistake, the captain will be quite angry. The MinSha will be worse.”

Yes, they would.

“We’ll do it,” Logan said decisively. “Get as many people as you need and run the new line. I’ll set up a replacement coupling here. We can finish both jobs with time to spare if you hurry.”

The other being seemed less convinced but headed off without another word.

Logan hoped this all came together. He’d probably survive if his plan failed. His family and Dresden’s Dragoons wouldn’t.

* * *
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Gina acted like a referee in the meeting. That seemed appropriate since every other group was subcontracting under Dresden’s Dragoons. She really didn’t want to think about how close to bankruptcy this mission would push them.

But if they pulled it off, the lion’s share of the reward would go to her company. If they met all the extended mission objectives, they really would be positioned to move up in the hierarchy of Earth’s mercenary companies. 

Maybe, if things worked out just right, they’d edge into the group of companies sitting behind the Four Horsemen. Barely.

The opportunities that would open for them would be amazing. But only if they completed the contract, and for that to happen, everything had to go just right. One little mistake, and they’d all die.

She looked around the table without letting those thoughts change the scowling expression on her face. It was inevitable, but someone always wanted to improvise at the last second. Not this time.

Major Randy Greer of Greer’s Gorillas didn’t flinch at her expression. “What? It’s a good idea and won’t change the plan that much.”

“Not only was that part of the plan settled a month ago, but I seriously doubt swapping Young’s people for yours will improve our odds. Quite the reverse. Why are you trying to piss me off?”

“Everyone needs a hobby,” the bulky man said with a smirk. “But no. You’re just a side benefit.”

“Let’s get this clear right now: I’m no one’s side benefit.”

He opened his mouth to say something that would probably get him into trouble but closed it again and nodded. “That came out wrong. Pissing you off is a side benefit.”

The man was such a pain in her ass.

“We’re not changing the plan based on you getting your panties in a wad,” she said with a shake of her head. “Everything is already worked out, and you had plenty of time to raise an objection before we transitioned.”

“Technically, we have twenty minutes until transition,” the man said with an impudent grin.

“No,” she said firmly. “Any other last-minute changes I can reject out of hand?”

The rest of their impromptu mercenary council laughed and shook their heads, leaving Greer to flap in the breeze.

“Excellent. Let me spell it out in broad terms one last time. We’ll have a week in hyperspace to iron out any operation kinks—and before any of you testosterone-laden yahoos start waving your junk around, I know I said kinks. Grow up. If we blow this, we’re going to die. Got it?”

They all nodded seriously, even if most of them probably laughed inside like twelve-year-old boys.

“Our man on the inside of the other freighter has a control shunt installed on the bridge controls,” she said. “It’ll intercept the jump command and redirect the freighter to this system rather than Kregin. We’re transitioning at the same exact moment as they are, so we’ll appear in the target system where the MinSha expect the original freighter and its escorts.

“Once we arrive, we let them see us past the guard ships around the emergence point. The ships around the main planet won’t be a danger as we approach because they won’t see us as a threat.”

Queen gave her a shake of his head. “That’s taking a lot for granted, Gina. We have to plan on something going wrong. Surely they’ll communicate with us. If something tips our hand, they’ll blow us up.”

She shot a glance at Doug before she smiled at Queen. “You are such a Debbie Downer. We’ve taken steps to keep that from happening. We have an ace up our sleeve, so to speak.”

A Pendal in his brown robes and hood stood at her gesture. 

“That would be me,” the alien said in a whisper. “I am here to make certain no one suspects a change has taken place. Just as this vessel has been modified to look precisely like the other ship, I am to masquerade as the original captain.”

“Meet Lestorra,” Gina said. “He’s not a pilot, by the way. I know we all think Pendal are always pilots, but our friend is an actor.”

That produced a wave of silence around the table that lasted until Queen laughed. “An actor? Are you shitting me? What are you doing?”

One of his fellow mercenary leaders slapped him on the back of his head in rebuke. “Don’t be an idiot. The ship is disguised as theirs, so the captain needs to match.”

“That’s right,” Gina said with a nod. “Lestorra already looks a lot like the target’s captain. We paid to have that similarity enhanced. Now they look like twins. My brother Logan got us a lot of video of official calls with the subject in them, and our man can mimic him, body language and voice.

“The MinSha are no better at discerning subtle differences in aliens than we are, so they won’t know any better. Even if they did, our man is trained to fool even other Pendal. We’ve got that angle covered.”

She motioned for the Pendal to resume his seat.

“Once we arrive in the Kregin system, we’ll let the MinSha escort us to the planet. Then we blow the panels hiding the drop ships and come down on their base like the wrath of God. The ground forces will secure it while we eliminate the ships in orbit.

“That’ll bring a response from the guard ships at the emergence point. They’ll make it part way to the planet, and our follow-up ships will jump into the system and give them the choice of surrender or death. They’ll be at a really bad angle to run for the stargate. Bets on what they choose?”

Queen shook his head. “That sounds so easy when you say it, but we all know the enemy doesn’t cooperate, given a choice. What do we do if it all goes to hell?”

She smiled widely. “Then we’ll get to see which of our companies is the baddest of them all.”

* * *

[image: ]


“Where are we with the backup power for the special cargo?” Logan asked over the com.

“The new run is in place, and we’re performing final tests now.”

He looked at the time remaining until they entered hyperspace. “I need to start replacing the power coupling right now. Tell me the backup power is good.”

“One moment. The power readings appear stable, and the connections are reading as solid.”

“Then I’m killing this coupling now. Close up the panels and get everything else ready. We jump to hyperspace in just over fifteen minutes.”

He killed the com and started ripping the bad power coupling out. This wasn’t just going to be close. It was going to be damned close.

At the five-minute mark, the captain called. “Engineer, what is our status? The pilot says he is seeing odd readings on the power grid supplying the hyperspace generators.”

“I’m aware, Captain. One of the couplings is questionable. I’m replacing it.”

There was a slight pause before the freighter’s commander spoke again. “We are pressed for time. Will your work be ready at the appointed moment?”

“No sweat, Captain. We’ll be ready to go.”

“See that we are. The MinSha will be greatly displeased with us if that turns out to be inaccurate.”

Logan ignored the abrupt disconnect. The captain was usually a pleasant sort, for a Pendal, but he had to be feeling stressed.

The bad power coupling was being a stone cold bitch. It finally came apart when he used a spanner to beat it open. That made slipping the new coupling into place a tad more challenging, but he got it connected with a whole thirty seconds to spare.

Terrifyingly, there was no time to test the new run. If it failed, that could mean anything from a blown generator to a failure in hyperspace—a fate no one wanted to consider.

Logan said a prayer and engaged the power. It flowed through the coupling, and the readouts turned green.
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