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01

			The planet Psydon

			27 years prior to the Battle of Kublar

			Lieutenant Washam sat in a sweltering mobile hab several kilometers behind the front lines of the Battle of Psydon. Out of the action, out of the fight… his career over before it had the chance to begin. There was a war on, and Wash was one of the few legionnaires who would be denied the chance to see it up close.

			Sweat stuck to his green uniform, making the collar cling to his neck. No matter how many times he peeled the fabric away to fan at his overheated flesh, the humid, swampy feeling never dissipated. Mobile office habs, like the one where Wash endlessly toiled through an unending supply of admin work, were supposed to have climate controls. That tech was hardly a miracle. Just about every house and speeder inward of galaxy’s edge had them standard. Certainly every capital ship, starfighter, and freighter had the ability to control temperature. But not a Republic Army mobile office unit in the middle of a war-torn hellhole on a far-flung jungle planet. 

			It wouldn’t be so bad if Wash could at least kit up in the climate-conditioned legionnaire armor. He could imagine the cooling relief that would come with putting on a Legion helmet and feeling the micro fans blow chilling air in his face. 

			But even though he was Legion, that gear wasn’t meant for him. The House of Reason, in appointing him to the rank of first lieutenant, might have named him every bit a legionnaire as the next… but the House of Reason wasn’t on Psydon. And General Umstead, who led the Legion’s operation on Psydon, was having no part of this new appointee program. So Wash, as a newly pinned point, was stuck. Hot, bothered, and out of the fight. Regardless of whether he had any guts, there would be no glory.

			“Point” was a pejorative shorthand for a legionnaire appointed to service by either the House of Reason or the Senate. The decision to directly commission officers from the Republic’s galaxy-spanning government into the Legion—as had been done in the Army, Marines, and Navy for years—had not been a popular one. Not with the galaxy itself, and especially not with the Legion.

			The Savage Wars were still fresh in the minds of the galactic collective, and it was the legionnaires, led by General Rex, who’d fought the hard fights, died the brutal deaths, and left behind the graves necessary to save the galaxy from domination and destruction at the hands of the Savage marines. Hard men trained to do hard things had ended the war scant years before, and their predecessors had been fighting for the same for centuries.

			The galaxy was grateful for the Legion. And so anything viewed as detrimental to that famed warrior branch was, necessarily, unpopular.

			But the House of Reason, encouraged by the relative stability of the galaxy—massive wars like the rebellion of Psydon excluded—felt it necessary to have a greater influence over the Legion. Mutual growth for a beneficial relationship… that was how they packaged it during the debates. But the Legion, and much of the galaxy, saw it for what it was. 

			A power grab.

			The politicians in the House of Reason and the Senate resented, envied, and even feared the position that the Legion had staked out in the minds of the citizens of the Republic. It was, after all, only thanks to the Legion that the Galactic Republic—and thus its governing bodies—existed at all. 

			During the darkest times of the Savage Wars, when the collection of systems, planets, and colonies in the squabbling Unified Federation failed to muster a capable resistance against the relentless Savages—who had spread like a cancerous wildfire throughout the galaxy—it was the independent military force known as the Legion who fought back. It was the Legion’s strength—not just its military prowess, but its strength of will—that made it possible to forge a government with the purpose of protecting life and liberty throughout the galaxy, for all species. 

			But it was also the Legion, knowing the conflicted hearts of men and the black hearts of career politicians, who insisted on including Article Nineteen in the Republic’s Constitution. This hard-reset clause gave the Legion the legal authority, if needed, to wipe the slate clean and start the government over again. 

			If things ever got too bad.

			Just in case.

			And Article Nineteen was a Sword of Damocles that the House of Reason and Senate desperately wanted taken down. That was the end game of the Appointment Program, and everyone knew it. The long con everyone saw and couldn’t get out of.

			Once known as the House of Liberty, the newly rechristened House of Reason had grown stronger than it was ever intended to be. Its influence had never been greater, and its agenda was shifting from protection and preservation to the shadowy, elusive, and ever-liquid concept of improvement. 

			Part of that improvement dealt with tempering the original concept of liberty.

			Liberty is a thing that simply is. It’s wild, natural, and frightening to stare in the face. It promises no comfort, no promises of safety, no easy answers. But it does provide unfettered opportunity. It’s up to each individual to decide just how much liberty they can stomach. 

			The House of Reason was more than willing to explain why freedom and liberty were best tempered by their guiding hand. How freedom was suitable in small doses, but fatally unfair in its pure form. And so, in spite of promises that the House and Senate would never seek to impose their will on the Legion, their most radical members, the ones that the rest of the House could write off as extremists raving for their small base, called for change. The extremists became a movement, which became a platform, which demanded that the House of Reason must have some influence over the Legion. That it must be free to appoint officers in order to leaven the ranks to see things in a more balanced and fair way.

			And so, yeah—the legionnaires hated guys like Wash. Not for who they were… so much as what they represented.

			Wash was part of the first graduating class of points. He wanted nothing to do with the House of Reason’s agenda. Because the Legion was made up of heroes. Men of such unyielding talent and resolve that they were able to stand against the very gates of hell and emerge victorious. He knew they would never accept him as one of their own, and he didn’t hold that against them. 

			“Hey, Wash!”

			Wash swung his chair around and saw the face of Major D’lay Berlin, a fellow appointed officer in the Legion. And Wash’s closest friend. 

			“How’s the major today?” Wash asked. “Another day in paradise?”

			“Don’t knock it, Wash. We’re piling up time served in a combat zone when we could be stuck on cruisers.”

			Wash smiled. The two men didn’t see eye to eye when it came to the appointment program. They had grown up on the same planet, in much the same circles, and were both appointed by the same House of Reason delegate, Mageen Stu’t-grant. But they had wildly different views about what their purpose was in the Legion. Berlin was a dashing, gallant-looking man, who felt that he and Washam had been chosen to serve as poster boys for the Republic. Handpicked officers meant to make the unpopular program not look so bad after all.

			Wash, on the other hand, wanted to KTF.

			Berlin leaned against the open doorway, a waiting repulsor sled still humming outside, its Republic Army driver looking miserable in his seat. As an appointed major, Berlin was allowed to wear the Legion armor. They still didn’t give him a bucket, though.

			Wash frowned. “You know you’re not making it any cooler in here by keeping the door open.”

			Berlin seemed to consider whether he wanted to stay right where he was, then jauntily stepped inside. “Somehow I doubt it makes a difference. You’re working in a sweatbox, Wash.”

			The closing door shut out the noise of the jungle, but the sweltering heat had already made its way inside. Wash could tell; he was an expert on the discomfort. “It makes a difference. I’ve got an overstuffed docket of supply requisitions to review, and now all that extra hot is going to make me just sit here and be miserable instead.”

			“You’d find a way to be miserable anywhere, buddy.” Berlin leaned against Wash’s desk, looking down at his friend. He seemed to be hiding something behind his back. “But me? I found a way to keep cool.”

			“I doubt that.” Keeping cool was something that virtually no one on Psydon was able to do, unless they were stationed on an overhead cruiser or in one of the permanent buildings within the Psydonian cities. Wash had seen enough raging requests from the brass in all branches to know that the extreme Psydon humidity—it felt like breathing through a wet sock—had done a number on all the conditioning units. Parts and replacements were always the top request. There weren’t enough spares, and they never lasted long. 

			“Doubt me no longer.” Berlin tossed a legionnaire’s bucket into his friend’s lap.

			Wash turned the helmet over in his hands. “How did you get this? Appointees are only allowed the open-face marine variant.”

			Berlin’s only reply was a rakish smile.

			Wash shook his head. “You didn’t even undergo the full familiarity training at the Academy. You skipped that part, remember?”

			“You should have, too. Not like they were giving us buckets.”

			“So… how?”

			“Hilltop Defiance,” Berlin said with a shrug. “Leejes were virtually wiped out there overnight. They took it back at sunrise, but you should’ve seen the place. Dead legionnaires everywhere. Spare buckets and gear all over the place.”

			“You stole a dead legionnaire’s helmet?”

			Berlin shrugged again. “He was done with it. I slipped the armorer twenty credits to get it refitted to fit my head. Did you know these aren’t one-size-fits-all?”

			Of course Wash knew. It was covered in the equipment familiarity courses that Berlin—along with every other point save Washam—had skipped. “Yeah. Amazingly enough, not every grunt has the exact same facial structure. Who’d-a thunk it?”

			“Well, anyway, now I’ve got all the benefits of Republic tech to keep me cooled down.”

			Wash fought the urge to grind his teeth. Berlin meant well, but this wasn’t something he’d earned—and therefore it wasn’t something he should have. But it would be futile to argue that point with his friend. Or any other appointed officer, for that matter. Wash was the odd man out among his peers. And truth be told, he was probably just making everything harder on himself. Harder than it needed to be, because he was buying into the Legion’s propaganda. “KTF” and “Forget Nothing” and all those other little phrases whose purpose, according to his appointed peers, was to make sure that young men went off and got themselves killed when asked.

			But maybe, deep down, he felt that grinding frustration so strongly because his friend, who didn’t even care about the Legion, now had something he, Wash, so desperately wanted.

			Wash tossed the bucket back to its owner. “So tell me how you even managed to get close to Hilltop Defiance? I thought that was still hot?”

			“Oh, believe me, it is.” Berlin slapped his bucket as though playing a drum. “And the Legion wasn’t going to let me near it. The last thing they want is for an appointed officer to do something worth noting. That would fly in the face of all their crying about how this program is a mistake.”

			Wash gave a well-that’s-one-perspective raising of his eyebrows. The reality was that the Legion didn’t want the heartburn that would come with a point getting dusted. That, and they were committed to total victory. They sought to win on every play. And the presence of a point reduced their odds.

			“So, what? You crept in from the jungle?”

			“Nah. The Legion might shut me down, but the rest of the branches, they see a major when they look at my armor. So when I tell a couple of privates to drive me someplace, they do it.”

			Wash shook his head and stood. He stretched his hands overhead. The air at the top of his hab, mingling with his fingertips, felt several degrees warmer. “I’m hot enough to tell a couple of privates to drive me someplace just to feel the wind against my skin. And I’m not too proud to strip down to my skivvies first.”

			“Wouldn’t help,” said Berlin, putting the helmet over his head. Its external speaker made his voice sound slightly mechanical. “It’s like driving through a steam bath. But I’ll see about getting you one of these.” He rapped the side of the bucket with his knuckles. “The fighting has moved on from the hill, and there are still plenty of buckets around, just there for the taking. Though some Legion recon teams already gathered up all the weapons. So if you want something more than your pistol and that marine-issue blaster rifle, we’ll have to sneak into the armory sometime.”

			Wash laughed at the thought. He wanted nothing more than to serve in the Legion, though he looked all wrong for the part. Berlin, on the other hand… he looked ready to KTF. “No. I’m good with whatever the Legion sees fit. But just… watch out, Berlin. I just don’t want you to get into any trouble over this.”

			“I’m not going to.” Berlin modeled his fully jocked-up self. “Looks pretty slick though, right? I’m telling you, just say the word and I’ll get you up to speed.”

			“I’ll pass.”

			Berlin opened his mouth to speak, but Washam supplied his friend’s words before he had the chance to utter them. “I knew you’d say that.”

			The two men laughed.

			“I did know you’d say that!” Berlin sounded like he was smiling from behind his helmet.

			“And I knew you knew it. We’ve spent practically our whole lives together. I don’t know why we even bother talking anymore. We can just have the same conversations in our minds.” 

			The comm light on Wash’s datapad flashed, and he glanced down. He’d received several new messages in the few minutes he’d been talking to his friend, and an icon signaled fifty-two reports ready for processing. That number had been down to five before he’d gotten sidetracked by Berlin.

			Wash let out a sigh despite his commitment to the Legion. It wasn’t glamorous work, but it was the job the Legion had given him. The first Legion sergeant they’d ever been exposed to as cadets had told them, “Do everything as though your life depends on it.” Then he’d made the corps of cadets pick up trash all along the training field. None of the other points had understood, nor cared about, the exercise in wisdom. But Wash had made it his own personal mantra. So much so that he didn’t even think about it. It was just always there in his hard drive. Pushing him to do his best, regardless of how meaningless the task felt.

			“Keepin’ you busy, huh, pal?” Berlin said sympathetically.

			“Not the way I’d like, but… yeah. Busy.”

			Berlin leaned in and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “Hey. I’m out of your hair in a few, but I’m working on an angle that I know you’ll be interested in.”

			Wash slumped back into his chair feeling sweaty and miserable. “Somehow I doubt that.” 

			“No, no. I’m serious. What would you say to going out on an armed recon patrol?”

			Wash had no way of reading Berlin from behind his bucket, but he thought the major had to be joking. There was no way Legion command was going to let a couple of appointed officers go into the jungle probing for the dog-like doros. No matter how much Wash might want it to be so.

			“Berlin, now you’re wasting my time.”

			“That’s only true if I’m lying.” Berlin inclined his head. “And I’m not lying.”

			Wash knew he should just end the conversation and try to get caught up on his work before the end of his shift—not that anyone else was assigned to help with the flow of work that would come in overnight. This suck-fest was all Washam’s. But the thought of actually getting out there and using the training he’d received at the Academy, of showing the legionnaires that he should rightly be called a brother and a fellow leej—the chance was too enticing to ignore.

			“For the sake of argument, let’s say you’re not lying,” he said.

			“I’m not.”

			“Fine. How can you pull something like that off? And don’t tell me the Legion is on board.”

			Berlin sat on Wash’s desk, removing his helmet to reveal a Cheshire grin. “Like I said earlier, the other branches, they don’t see an appointee. They only see a Legion major.”

			Wash nodded. He’d experienced the same among the Republic’s soldiers.

			Berlin continued. “I was talking to some marine pilots—the ones flying the SLICs. The guys are pretty much just flying legionnaires all over the place, dead and alive. Other than some gun runs, that’s their life—taxi service to the Legion. And the thing of it is, they have no idea. A lot of ’em are on standby because everything in this fight is so fluid. A Legion officer tells them where to go, they go.”

			Wash could see where his friend was headed with this. “And so your plan is to order a couple of pilots to take you out on a nice hike into the jungle, rifles on our shoulders. No thanks.”

			“First, you’re way off base.”

			“So that’s not it?”

			“Well… it is. But we’ll have a marine recon team with us, too.”

			Wash rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Berlin, this is stupid. And trust me, I get it. We go out, make the checkpoints, and the leejes give us some recognition, acknowledge we’re willing to put in our share.”

			“No, that’s what you want,” Berlin said, the smile not fading from his face. “I want something a lot bigger. You know the score in this program: we serve, and then we use our time in the Legion to secure a seat on the planetary council. Maybe a governorship or a Senate seat. But I’ve got my eyes on a prize grander than local legislation. I’m going straight from Psydon to the House of Reason.”

			Wash clucked his tongue. The last place he wanted to be was the House of Reason, though he understood the drive. Becoming a delegate in the House of Reason was the be-all-end-all for those with political aspirations. A life achievement. But no one as young as him and Berlin—neither of them thirty standard years—had ever made it in. Even those few “young bucks” who had made it at not-quite forty had only done so by way of a hereditary hand-me-down. A delegate gets old, decides to retire, endorses a great-grandson or niece, and the adoring populace of their galactic sector votes in the chosen one out of gratitude. Just like they’re told to. But what Berlin was talking about… that would require an honest-to-goodness power play. Going hard against an entrenched incumbent who was willing to do whatever it took to keep power.

			“You’re crazy.” 

			“I know it sounds far-fetched. But think about this with me for a minute. What do we know about the delegates from our sector?”

			“They’re exceedingly rich and powerful, they’re friends of both of our families, and they get whatever they want?”

			Berlin smirked. “Okay. What else?” 

			Wash shrugged and raised his hands.

			“They’re positioning themselves more and more as anti-war. And I know it’s all part of a broader plan of theirs—I do listen at those boring cocktail parties—but they’re miscalculating, badly. The pain of the Savage Wars is still fresh in people’s minds; the average citizen is not ready to turn up their noses at the military. So with me running as a former officer in the Legion who, unlike my opponent, actually fought, I know I can swing the delegate seat.”

			“Okay,” Wash said, somewhat reluctantly. “That’s actually a surprisingly good strategy.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But I don’t think a quiet recon patrol is going to hold much water in the war hero department. And the Legion will never let you do anything bigger than that. It’s not like you can order a company of legionnaires to get on the SLIC with you.”

			Berlin’s smile faded, replaced by a gravity that, though not menacing, sent a chill up Wash’s spine. “I know all that. And so here’s the workaround: one, we’re the only legionnaires on the mission. Everyone else is a marine. And two… it’s not just a patrol. I looked at some theoretical Dark Ops intel, and we’re going to take a stab at finding and destroying the doros’ mobile artillery.”

			Wash felt the blood rush from his face. 

			“And so what I need from you, buddy,” Berlin said, not unkindly, “is to tell me—are you coming with me, or have I got to go do this alone?”

			



		

02

			The next morning brought Wash little more than nervous anxiety. Before leaving the hab the day before, Berlin had explained his plan two more times, and had then pressed his friend to give an answer. 

			“I’m not sure” was the best, most diplomatic answer Wash had been able to offer. “No way in the seven hells” would have more accurately captured his feelings on the matter. 

			And yet, when Berlin had sent him a text message in the wee hours, telling him to go to work prepared for a mission… Wash could still only give a noncommittal reply.

			He felt like a deserter as he walked the short distance from his hooch to the steamy office hab that morning, and he couldn’t make eye contact with any other being, humanoid or bot. Like he was preordained for some guilt and felt the heaviness of his sin weighing on his soul.

			For that brief walk, he was going with Berlin.

			But then, in the familiarity of his hab, he realized how massively stupid that was. He would stay.

			As he scrolled through endless requisitions, audits, and angry messages about some supply problem or other, he began to feel normal again. He cruised through the first hour of work, and soon he was laughing at the idea that anyone would ever miss him, a point.

			He looked up at a Legion recruiting poster hanging on the hab wall. He wasn’t sure who put it there, but the honor and adventure promised in the poster seemed almost cruelly ironic for a point sitting in a sweatbox.

			Wash was convinced that his plight was likely shared by every other appointed officer on Psydon. They were a bunch of guys assigned to junk projects that probably didn’t matter. Things designed to make them feel like they were contributing. And for most of those points, that was probably good enough. They’d get their Legion crest for the rest of their lives, without ever having been asked to face the slightest bit of danger. None of his appointed peers had ever seemed interested in visiting the front lines. At least, not until the blaster fire stopped.

			But for Wash, it was all he could think about. 

			What is combat like?

			Would I feel different for killing a humanoid?

			How bad would it really hurt to be shot?

			He had no answers. Only orders to stay in a sweltering hot box of an office hab. Those answers were for other young men. Legionnaires allowed to be Legion.

			They would see the elephant… and they would know.

			Wash’s datapad chimed, announcing another batch of messages. The sound was both mind-numbing and soul-crushing. 

			Do everything as though your life depends on it.

			He reminded himself that he took pride in doing the job no one else wanted. In doing it well. He felt a sense of accomplishment in exceeding expectations and meeting all his obligations. No matter how mundane, the fulfillment of duty built character. Even if that meant sacrificing your own desires.

			Wash made a decision. He would stay. He would tell Berlin to leave him out of his schemes and self-aggrandizing adventures. 

			At least this time. Maybe next…

			Wash got up and walked across his mobile office hab to the kaff machine. He had to push the temperamental machine’s brew button four times before it shot a jet stream of rich, deep-brown liquid into his old college mug. 

			Wash rolled his shoulders in an attempt to unstick his sweaty collar from his neck. Though the midday sun was still hours away, it was already hot enough in the hab to make him question why he would want another serving of the heated drink. A month in country, and a tech hadn’t even so much as come by to look at the hab’s busted climate control unit. 

			Wash picked up the drink and blew across its surface. The hot liquid gave no hint of steam in the ever-more-oppressive heat of the office. His hands began to sweat. 

			I wonder if there will be kaff in the field? he thought to himself. The standard leej kits had instant tabs, but…

			It didn’t matter. 

			You’re staying, remember?

			As Wash returned to his desk, he saw his N-16 blaster rifle leaning against it. If he was staying, why had he bothered bringing the weapon to his office this morning? It would be of little use against relentless waves of paperwork. Although a few blaster shots into his datapad would give him some cathartic release. 

			And then there was his ruck, which was filled with field macros, charge packs, rations, water… 

			Just how long did you plan on staying in the office to fend off the assault of incoming notifications?

			“There’s a war going on,” Wash told himself. “Remember?”

			Wash spoke often to himself. If he didn’t, he could go entire workdays without ever having to use his voice at all. Which was probably exactly what the Legion wanted out of points like him. Out of the way, set aside, kept busy with some task so menial that they couldn’t possibly cause any damage to ongoing combat operations. 

			For the first time, Wash felt disgruntled—if not actually angry. He didn’t deserve this. He was the only appointed officer who hadn’t taken a shortcut. He had gone through the Legion’s combat training school. And he had prepared himself for months beforehand—dieting, exercising, undergoing feats of endurance, putting on mile after mile in hikes and runs—all in the hopes of making the grade. For real. Not just as a point.

			He’d promised himself that if he didn’t pass on his own merits, he wouldn’t join the Legion at all. So while the rest of the appointees skipped the full Legion training or took the “appointed officer candidate course”—which was designed for men who had no business serving in the Legion—Wash endured the real deal. He suffered the indignity that came from being every Legion drill instructor’s pet object of derision. He bore the scorn of those legionnaires who felt that he was being provided special privileges, even though they saw him on every run and march, joining them each night in the mess hall, shoving as much food into his mouth as he possibly could before an instructor came in and flipped over the tables and ordered everyone to clean up. 

			All of that Wash had done, and in doing so he had found an inner strength he hadn’t known existed. The House’s pilot appointee program consisted of five hundred men, and of those five hundred, he was the only one—at least that he knew of—who had become a legionnaire the right way. 

			The hard way. 

			The only way. As far as that old NCO who had given him his first lesson had been concerned.

			And what was his reward for not taking the easy way out?

			A broken-down mobile office hab. Sweltering Psydon heat without even the opportunity to see a shot fired in anger. 

			No, he wasn’t going with Berlin. He wasn’t crazy. But that didn’t mean he had to be happy about where he was sitting. 

			He walked to the sink and dumped his new mug of kaff down the drain. He wasn’t in the mood. 

			He pulled up the next item in his queue—a requisition form—and groaned. Whoever had written it had provided no clue to tell Wash why this form was even in front of him. Nothing about why it was in his system or why it was sent to him on an authorization channel. Every necessary field was either left blank or offered only some vague note like “New Order: One unit.”

			“One unit of what, kelhorn?” Wash growled. 

			He knew what would come next. He could file the report as inadequate, which, in theory, meant it would go back to the sender to be corrected so it could be processed properly. But what would actually happen was that it would be ignored—and then, two weeks from now, Wash would receive an angry message from someone higher up in the chain of command wanting to know why the cargo container of mortar bots—or whatever the hell was being requested, only it never actually was requested—wasn’t where it needed to be. 

			And the answer would be because some sket-shoveling space rat, ordering supplies back in the air-conditioned safety of the cities the Legion had stabilized at the start of the war, didn’t feel like typing those few extra characters to actually let Wash do his job. But that wouldn’t be good enough. Because those mortar bots would be part of an imminent operation, and Wash would have to bust his butt finding something right now by staying up until the long hours of the night calling supply depots and begging for favors.

			Well, not this time. 

			Wash scanned the email, looking for the electronic signature bearing a unique alphanumeric identifier. He logged into the quartermaster’s personnel file and looked up the number. It belonged to a corporal. Probably some kid bored out of his mind just waiting for his tour to end, daydreaming about getting back home. Or some degenerate daydreaming about kicking out on a freighter to spend some time at an R&R port. The kid probably expected the requisition to be reviewed by another corporal. But Wash was the odd case of a first lieutenant assigned to this task. And while his rank didn’t mean anything to the Legion, it still carried weight among the Republic Army basics. 

			Yeah, he called them basics. Just like the rest of the leejes did. And for the first time, he didn’t feel sorry about doing so. 

			Stupid basic.

			Without taking a moment to cool off, Wash sent his fingers dancing across his projected keyboard, eviscerating the hapless supply clerk one keystroke at a time. He sent the message without pausing to reflect whether he really should, because he knew that if he did, he would yield to his better judgment and let the issue drop. 

			“Take that, kelhorn!” 

			Wash leaned back in his chair, mumbling curses in vulgar Standard that would make his parents flush with shame. He didn’t care. In fact, he almost wished someone would challenge him and test his mettle. 

			His datapad chimed, heralding a new request. It would likely be more of the same. Perhaps not quite as egregious as this last one, but no less frustrating. That’s what his workday consisted of: skipped procedures and bureaucratic hassles that surely weren’t in place during the Savage Wars. As the Army and Navy grew, the endless paperwork grew with it. In triplicate. And Wash was the only legionnaire on hand to KTF the stack. 

			He let out a sigh and felt his anger-fueled momentum fade away. These slackers deserved what they got. But with the number of notifications he had waiting on his datapad… He didn’t have the energy to chew that many butts before noon. 

			Why not head back to your hooch and take a nap? It’s not like anyone would even notice you were gone.

			Wash shook his head, but internally he was thinking the option over. 

			Through the thin walls of the hab came the sound of a single SLIC approaching. Wash stood up, his interest piqued. It couldn’t be the camp’s platoon of legionnaires—the ones who wouldn’t give Wash the time of day. They had all flown out on SLICs three days ago, but they were supposed to march back in—and even if that plan changed, it would take more than one SLIC to deliver them. 

			Part of Wash wanted to go out and see who was touching down, but the larger part of him was in too foul of a mood to bother. He reached for his mug, then felt a pang of annoyed regret at finding it empty. He remembered how he’d dumped the kaff down the drain, a willful abuse of taxpayer money. It would’ve been just cool enough to enjoy by now, too.

			As he pondered whether to brew another mug, the door to the hab swung open, and the SLIC’s intense repulsor noise blasted in as though it was literally right outside his door. It was close at any rate, and had to be kicking up a hell of a lot of dust in the camp.

			“Really?” said Berlin, standing in the doorway, his newly acquired legionnaire bucket tucked under one arm as he held the door open with the other. There was a wolfish grin on his face. “You mean to tell me we’re about to go on a recon patrol and you couldn’t even be bothered to put on your armor? I know the Legion at least gave you that much gear. It’s the buckets we have to find on our own.” 

			Wash, who wore his usual gray fatigues, darkened by sweat, didn’t feel in the mood for Berlin’s levity. The truth of it was, he was surprised that his friend was actually following through on his plan, and he said as much. “You’re not actually doing this, are you? This is stupid, Berlin. A bad idea all around. If you don’t get yourself killed, you’ll definitely get yourself court-martialed. Call me crazy, but that’s not how I want to end my career in the Legion.”

			Berlin studied Wash a moment before saying, “Soooo… You’re not going?”

			“No, I’m not going!”

			The major looked down. “I really thought you’d come, Wash. You’re sure?”

			Wash nodded.

			Berlin turned, letting the door half close behind him. “Well, wish me luck, huh?”

			Wash nodded again as the door closed behind his friend. He felt sorrow clutching at him, threatening to drag him into a malaise. But… he was right not to go along with this. It was idiotic, and he would not be a part of it. 

			He got up to make a new cup of kaff. 

			He would stay. 

			As the machine hissed out its brew, Wash crossed the room to grab his ruck. He threw it over his shoulder.

			This is stupid. You’re being stupid right now, Washam.

			Stay.

			He picked up his rifle and slung it over his shoulder, feeling that he’d reached a moment of decision. The SLIC outside cycled up its repulsors. 

			You can still stay…

			Wash left his malfunctioning, oppressive office hab. He shouted for Berlin, who was walking toward the SLIC, but he couldn’t make himself heard above the noise. So he ran toward the aircraft. It was filled with Republic marines, their legs dangling over the sides. 

			Berlin climbed on board, turned, smiled, and held out his hand. “Knew you’d come!”

			Wash was going.
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			Wash didn’t know what the max capacity of the SLIC was, but he felt they must be close to it. Still, he was able to find a jump seat and wedged himself between two of the jungle-camoed hullbusters. 

			The marines wore greasepaint on their faces, some in stripes, others practically wearing black masks. Their durable green fatigues were paired with black combat boots and heavy flak jackets, some sealed up and others hanging open to reveal bare, muscular chests and tattoos of the Republic Marines insignia: a sea serpent tearing apart the hull of a capital ship. 

			Wash felt the man next to him looking him up and down. He wasn’t intimidated—his Legion training had equipped him with suitable self-defense skills—but he did feel out of place. Though he had his ruck and weapon, which rested between his knees, he knew he didn’t exactly look like a leej fighter.

			Wash locked eyes with his black-haired observer and nodded. The marine’s flak jacket was open, revealing a stomach tattoo of a human skull, its mouth wide open with a naked Endurian provocatively arching her back inside it. The marine nodded back, then fixed his attention on the jungle that sped by in a green blur outside the craft’s open doors. The SLIC’s passengers jostled and banged into one another from the turbulence of the flight. 

			A big mountain of a man with a strong cleft chin and a heavy full-auto blaster sat directly across from Wash. His face was smeared with greasepaint and a thin sheen of perspiration. He was working something over in his mouth—probably stim—slowly and methodically moving the round lump from one cheek to the other. The marine stared unblinkingly at Wash. Another admirer. Wash nodded, and was answered with a brownish-red stream of spit which landed just shy of his boots.

			Berlin stood near the open door, right next to the SLIC’s crew chief, holding onto a handhold, the wind blowing through his hair. He was following the gaze of the gunner, who vigilantly swept his weapon around in search of doro hostiles. But no dog-men seemed to be out. Berlin caught Wash looking and cracked a wide smile as if to say, “Isn’t this great!”

			Wash meekly smiled back. It didn’t feel all that great to him. The rush of taking off and heading into the jungle had worn off now. As the marines eyeballed him, his mind ran through images of his CO launching a surprise inspection on the now-abandoned office hab. He could see his career circling the drain. Worse, he could see himself becoming the poster boy for everything wrong with this new program of appointed officers. 

			He shouldn’t have come. 

			It had been foolish and rash, on more than one level. The most pressing of which was how utterly unprepared he was to be in the field for an undetermined amount of time doing jungle recon. He had just sort of assumed this would be a day trip. Maybe an overnighter. He didn’t think Berlin would be keen on the weeks-long patrols that the Legion undertook. But Wash didn’t actually know how long they’d be out here or what the mission entailed. 

			He had rations for three days and water for two, though he was comfortable in his ability to survive off the jungle if needed, and there were plenty of hydration options on Psydon. The whole planet was dripping wet. Charge packs might be sufficient for a few engagements—it would depend on how much he had to shoot. He had his knife and a med kit. But he wore no armor. If he had kitted up this morning, his decision would already have been made. He couldn’t tell his friend no after that. 

			And along with the armor went other important items—like his ultrabeam, datamaps, and service pistol. As it was, he looked like some desk jockey who’d plunked down big credits to go on an exotic planetary safari. A wealthy wannabe traveling with experienced shooters boasting enough trigger time to keep him alive. 

			At least, in his Legion armor, Berlin looked the part of those operators, even if ultimately he was just another point, same  as Wash. Truth be told, while Wash was feeling more and more like the SLIC’s designated object of scorn, Berlin took on the air of the man in charge. 

			Wash thought about how often Berlin had skipped leadership and discipline classes during their time together at the Academy. This could all go real bad, real quick. He now hoped their foray into the jungle would be without incident. The exact opposite of everything he’d allowed himself to daydream.

			Just let us get back to base without running into the doros.

			“Dressed a little light, ain’t ya, Leej?”

			Wash pretended he didn’t hear the marine as he looked out the open side door, watching the treetop canopy streak by between helmeted gaps.

			“Hey.” The marine’s voice was louder this time.

			Wash shouted back, “I’ll be all right.”

			“Hear that, guys?” the marine said to his buddies. “He’ll be all right. He don’t need no armor or helmet or kit. Definitely never seen a leej go out on patrol like that.”

			The tattooed marine with the black hair sitting next to Wash picked up the conversation. The name on his flak jacket read Haulman. “You ask me? This guy ain’t Legion.”

			Wash kept his face impassive, knowing that showing frustration would only cause a pile-on, and that laughing and playing the aw-shucks character would only earn him more scorn. 

			Haulman tapped Wash on the shoulder. “What you with? My bet is army intel. We takin’ you to see something important close up?”

			The marine on Washam’s left, a man with cool, almost transparently blue eyes, and a sniper’s notched long rifle cradled in one arm, chimed in. “He’s a leej. Been around enough legionnaires to know how they hold themselves. This one’s got that legionnaire feel, even if the uniform says otherwise.” 

			The rest of the marines paused to consider this.

			“All right, let’s hear it from the man himself,” growled a sergeant, his eyes angry and full of experience, his helmet resting on the top of head, chin straps dangling unfastened. “You a leej or Repub intel?”

			“I’m a first lieutenant in the Legion,” Wash said, giving a fractional nod. “Just like the tab says.”

			“That’s that,” said the sergeant, whose name badge read Shotton.

			The marine who’d started the conversation wasn’t impressed. “I still ain’t never seen a legionnaire go out into the field dressed as light as you.”

			The big marine sitting across from Wash shifted the wad of stim in his cheek before spitting another glob, this time away from Wash’s boots. He wiped the dribble from his chin with a gloved hand. “You ask me, it don’t matter what kind of outfit you wear as long as you smoke the other guy before he smokes you. That’s one thing the leejes have right. That KTF junk they always spoutin’.”

			The sniper next to Washam—his name wasn’t visible—leaned in toward the big man. “If that’s true, Denturo, why do they all wear the armor?”

			“How do I know why those pansies gotta wear protection?” The big marine swallowed some of his stim juice. “But it don’t matter if you kill ’em all first. Does it, Lieutenant?”

			Wash looked up. “It helps. Not a guarantee you’ll get the chance when you’re fighting that close… hence the armor.”

			Denturo stared blankly at the Legion lieutenant. “Bottom line. I don’t need armor, and if some leej ain’t quick enough to drop a dog-man before the dog-man drops him, he needs to stay the hell out of my way.”

			Wash shrugged, not knowing what to say.

			“You can sign me up for some of that leej armor,” chipped in another marine.

			“Same here, man,” replied Haulman, the marine to Wash’s right. “But the Repub don’t wanna pay to protect all its troops. Just the Legion golden boys.”

			“That’s not true,” Wash said, interjecting facts where none were wanted. “Statistically the Legion has a much higher casualty rate than the rest of the armed services combined. And since we got the armor, we’re the ones sent into the meat grinders of the galaxy.”

			“Since they got it, Leej,” corrected Sergeant Shotton. “Way you’re dressed, you better watch out for spears and arrows.”

			“Either way,” said Haulman, “I’ll take me some of that armor.”

			Denturo dug his fingers into a pouch of stim and shoved several strands into his mouth, packing it so tightly in his bottom lip that it stuck out like a tumor. “Anyone who needs armor is a pussy. But you are kitted out way too light, Leej. Doros might not cook you, but they’ll skewer you like a fish with some of them traps they got out there.”

			Wash smiled, which seemed to annoy the big marine, who spat again, this time closer to Wash’s feet.

			The marine sniper leaned over. “You’ll be all right. SLIC’s got extra flak jackets.” He looked up at Wash’s exposed head. “And that scalp of yours is gonna burn. We’ll find something to cover it with.”

			Wash had a Legion-issued cap. Which he’d forgotten. He kicked himself inwardly. “Thanks.”

			As the sniper rose and moved forward to get Wash some kit, Berlin seemed to be in another world. If he heard the conversation, he hadn’t felt the need to join in. He’d put his bucket on at some point while Wash talked with the marines, but the way he was standing made Wash think he was somewhere far away, mentally rehearsing stump speeches for his future political triumphs.

			The crew chief looked up at Berlin and shouted something that Wash couldn’t hear over the wind whipping inside the SLIC. Berlin nodded, then Wash heard his friend’s voice come to life via the open comm relay in his ear.

			“Two minutes.”

			“Two minutes?” shouted Sergeant Shotton, his dark eyebrows furrowed. “What happened to five minutes?”

			Berlin didn’t answer, and Wash at once knew that his friend had forgotten to relay the message, so lost was he in his thoughts.

			“Two minutes!” the sergeant barked.

			Marines strapped on helmets, checked charge packs, sealed up flak jackets, tightened down equipment, and otherwise readied themselves for the SLIC’s landing.

			Wash could feel those early morning cups of kaff dancing around bitterly in his stomach. He was thankful for having eaten a light breakfast. The last thing he wanted to do was run from the SLIC to puke. 

			“Thirty seconds!” Berlin relayed over the comm.

			The SLIC was clearly decelerating. The blur of trees began to come into focus, and Wash could make out individual leaves and branches. The Psydon temperature, no longer blown cool by the wind speed, crept inside the vehicle, making Wash feel over-warmed and nauseated. The bird circled a landing zone, a wide stretch of prairie with tall grass, about a kilometer in radius and surrounded by jungle and a green, murky river. 

			Berlin was practically hanging out of the door as the door gunner looked for targets. Wash realized just how much he wanted to be in Berlin’s place. It wasn’t resentment, but a desire to make use of the training he had received. Already Wash was taking in the mistakes his friend was making. For example, Berlin hadn’t clipped himself to the SLIC with a quick-release harness, meaning that if the craft had to make a sudden evasive maneuver, the recon team’s commanding officer would most likely be flung out of the open door and into the hostile overrun jungle below.

			Wash also realized that during the long flight, Berlin had not taken the time to review what their objective was upon landing. Maybe he’d gone over it with the marines before Wash showed up, but that seemed doubtful. 

			The SLIC continued its vertical descent until it was hovering mere feet above the ground. Long stocks of green grass bent over from the force of the repulsors, waving in radials as the gunner swept the horizon for doros. So far, so good.

			As they hovered in place, it became obvious that everyone on board was waiting for Berlin to give the order to disembark. Berlin finally noticed this too, but a hair too late to save face. “Okay!” he shouted. “Let’s go!”

			He sounded confident, but it was clear from the way he stood blocking the marines that he had no idea how to properly execute a SLIC dismount.

			Thankfully, the marines had done this before. As soon as they received the word, they hopped out of the craft, disappearing from the waist down as they waded into the waving grass to set up a defensive perimeter. It seemed the farther out they moved from the SLIC, the taller the grass was, until it reached chest height on the lead elements. Wash hoped there wasn’t something nasty waiting for them below the surface. 

			He waited for his turn as the marines hustled out of the craft—the SLIC was a sitting duck should doro fire come their way—and spread out, weapons hot and looking for trouble.

			The sniper slapped Wash on his shoulder and then left his seat, prompting Wash to follow. The two men jumped out of the craft, the noise and blast of repulsors hitting Wash like a physical slap against his whole body as he crossed the threshold. They moved into the reeds, Wash straining his eyes and keeping his head low.

			An increased whine told Wash that the SLIC behind him was spooling up and taking on altitude, leaving the recon team at what appeared to be a secure LZ. 

			His ears ringing from the now-departed SLIC, Wash felt a breeze blow in from the river, carrying with it a foul, rotting-fish stench. The grass swayed with a gentle rhythm, reminding Wash of the waves outside his family’s beachfront home. A place where he and Berlin had spent so much of their youth together.

			That all felt so long ago. And now… now Wash felt alone, stranded and in danger. They all were. He kept his eyes on his sector, keeping vigilance with the other marines. Waiting for orders.
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			“What’s the word, Major?” asked Marine Sergeant Shotton, a thick-necked man with a dark complexion that made his eyes and teeth look brilliantly white. Those eyes darted around looking for problems, but the landing zone appeared safe. 

			Although with the doros, you could never be sure. They were certainly giving the Legion a hard enough time out there. An impressive feat considering what many of these legionnaires, especially the older men, had gone through in the Savage Wars. But then, the doros, and most other sentient species in the galaxy, had gone through quite a lot too.

			“Let’s see…” Berlin began, sounding distracted. 

			Wash imagined that his friend was trying to navigate the intel maps and other features of his bucket. Good luck. The tech was great in theory, but in Wash’s experience, the reality hadn’t quite caught up. Berlin would be better off using the display hard-mounted to his forearm. 

			“We’re… Let’s head off into the jungle, men.”

			Wash winced, just for a moment. There was nothing confident about the way Berlin had issued that order. The Legion Academy had instructed Wash that spoken orders needed to carry with them command, authority, confidence, and knowledge. His friend sounded more like he was talking to a group of buddies as they figured out which trail would best take them on a hike to their campsite.

			“Okay…” said Sergeant Shotton, obviously expecting something a little more substantial from Major Berlin. “Lotta jungle out this way, sir. You got a particular direction you want us to move?”

			“Yeah… hang on.” Berlin stood ramrod straight. He was obviously occupied with the small display in the corner of his bucket, and the rest of his body was freezing up as he focused his attention there. That was part of the problem with the design—it took too much effort to take in what the helmets were communicating. Maybe future models would be more effective. 

			The marines looked at Berlin with expressions of disdain and mistrust. Wash could see how quickly his friend was losing influence and control over the situation. And he knew the stories of incompetent officers getting fragged out on patrol, the doros always taking the blame. Something needed to be done. 

			So Wash acted.

			“Sorry about that, sir,” Wash said, pushing through the tall blades of grass to reach his friend’s side. “I know I was supposed to upload the updated battle maps to your bucket’s HUD, but I had some problems getting the interfaces to communicate.” 

			Wash motioned for a gawking marine to turn around and fix his attention on what was happening outside this little circle of confusion, then Wash dropped to a knee, disappearing beneath the tall grass. With Berlin looking down at him, Wash motioned for his friend to join him beneath the grass sea. He didn’t want the marines out there with them to witness their supposed hard-core Legion commanding officer having to be shown how to use his own navigational equipment.

			Wash whispered among the singing grass so low that he could barely hear himself, trusting Berlin’s audio receptors in that marvelous bucket of his to clearly hear every word. “Don’t waste time trying to read the map in your bucket. Unless you’ve got at least a hundred hours with the thing, it’ll get you killed. Use this.” Wash took hold of his friend’s arm, and with a few taps and access codes, he had the no-glare, low-illumination screen activated. “Once this boots up, we can see where we are. Where did you plan to lead us?”

			“South,” Berlin replied, not remembering to lower his helmet’s local output.

			“You say ‘south’?” asked Sergeant Shotton. “We headin’ south?”

			Wash looked imploringly at Berlin to either confirm or salvage the situation.

			The appointed major gestured with an open palm as if asking Wash to handle it.

			“Ultimately, yes, Sergeant,” Wash said, still hidden amid the grass. He didn’t want to know what sorts of faces the marines were pulling right now. “But not straightaway. I’m trying to bring up the map that plots our best course. We don’t want to move in a straight line out here with as many doros as are suspected in this region. Too easy for one of them to sight us.”

			“Well, we ain’t exactly well-hidden out here either,” said Denturo, spitting more stim juice onto a strand of reeds. “So either hurry it the hell up or the dobies will smell us on this wind.”

			“That’s a lieutenant you’re speaking to,” said Sergeant Shotton.

			Denturo spat again. “All I’m saying is if the doros catch us out in the open… well, some of you queers are going home in a body bag.”

			Wash had no idea whether there were dog-men nearby or not. He barely had any idea where they even were in the jungle. And if Berlin knew, he wasn’t doing a good job of explaining it. He needed to take off his blasted helmet so Wash could at least read his face. But then, Wash had a pretty strong hunch that his fellow appointed officer was teetering on the brink of panic. They were really part of a recon patrol moving through contested jungles. And if something as simple as orienteering was causing this much of delay, they were definitely in over their heads.

			Or at least Berlin was. 

			Wash felt he could figure things out once his friend’s hard-mounted mapping tech booted up. He just needed to know where they actually were.

			“C’mon. C’mon,” urged Wash as Berlin’s wrist-mounted display screen communicated through a series of satellite and atmospheric relays, trying to get the information. 

			Finally, the map loaded and plotted their position, showing him a drift of a kilometer or less. Wash squinted at the grid coordinates. His stomach sank, and he could feel the blood draining from his face. The map had to be wrong. They were farther north into the jungles than any foray had previously gone. At least as far as Wash knew. This was practically in the heart of doro territory. Well behind enemy lines. 

			The Legion had been fought to a virtual standstill far south of here, giving it their all just to keep hold of its many firebases against nightly onslaughts. If the Legion itself isn’t able to roll this deep into the jungle, why the hell are we here? It had to be some kind of mistake. The SLIC pilots must’ve gotten lost and put them down on the wrong LZ. 

			But if they acted quickly, maybe they could still reach them over comms and call them back.

			Wash looked up at Berlin. He could see his own reflection in his friend’s visor. “We’re not supposed to be here,” Wash whispered, tapping the display for Berlin to observe.

			Berlin hunched over to take a look. “Yes, we are. This is the right place.” He had remembered to reduce the volume on his bucket’s external audio outputs so that his voice was a small hush. “We’re going to find that doro artillery that’s been wreaking havoc, and we’re either going to destroy it ourselves, or plot TRPs so we can get someone else to do the job. We’ll be heroes. Trust me.”

			Wash didn’t know how to react. This was insane. It was suicide. It was the type of mission expected of Dark Ops kill teams. Only, Dark Ops wouldn’t send its legionnaires without any intel to go by. They’d plan it. Sandtable it. Rehearse it. And then execute.

			“Do you have some kind of reason for thinking it’s even out this way?”

			“Well,” said Berlin, “we’re deeper into Psydon than anyone. Where else would they hide it?”

			“Berlin. No. This is a mistake. We need to scrub this mission now, because we will die out here. We need to call back the SLICs.”

			Berlin shook his head adamantly. “We’re out here until the rendezvous. No turning back.”

			“Well, then, what do you suggest we do here? The Navy hasn’t spotted the artillery through these canopies, and neither have fighter sorties. So how are we supposed to? And even if we did, they’ll be guarded by a division of doros.”

			“Major. Lieutenant.” It was Sergeant Shotton. “There a problem?”

			“No problem,” answered Berlin. “We’re about ready.”

			“We’re not ready,” Wash hissed, for all the good it would do him.

			Berlin tilted his head. “Wash, you’re overthinking this. We’ve got blasters, explosives, and Republic marines. Worst-case scenario, we find the target, note its position, and then call in some crustbusters to take it out. Best case, we take it and destroy it ourselves. Big win. All is forgiven.”

			Wash opened his mouth to protest again, but Berlin was already rising to his feet.

			“We’re moving south, Marines,” he said. And he led the way, leaving Wash kneeling in the grass.

			The order was met with borderline sarcasm as the marines began to move out. “About time.”

			The heavy footfalls of Denturo approached Wash, stalks of grass bending and thrashing as the big marine approached. He turned his head and spat. “Dobies for sure to the south. You two homos better not have another lovers’ spat and leave us hanging like that again. Or I’ll do you both quick and painless.”
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			The temperature of Wash’s broken-down office hab was a longed-for, fond memory as the recon team moved through the sweltering jungle. The air was teeming with biting insects, whose chittering calls mixed with all the other hidden creatures to fill the air with an incessant, and hypnotically disturbing, noise. The air was so humid Wash felt like each breath sent more warm water than air to the bottom of his lungs. 

			If Berlin were to hand Wash a commandeered Legion bucket, he would take it in a heartbeat. Of course, the helmet would need the rest of the armor to unlock its full potential, and Wash felt more and more exposed without his as each sword-like leaf of the surrounding jungle slashed his exposed arms.

			At least he wasn’t wholly without protection. He had the flak jacket and the open-faced marine helmet from the SLIC. He again felt grateful to the marine sniper who had kitted him up.

			Wash still had enough of his Legion Academy conditioning to keep up with the marines—more than keep up, really—but the march was difficult. The kilometer trek through the grass was followed by a tortuous six kilometers inside the tree line, with his heartbeat pounding the whole time in anticipation of a sudden firefight. There were no trails, so each man in the snaking reconnaissance column had to slither around obstacles, ducking spiked vines, odorous blossoms, and sticky, dripping mushrooms the size of hoverbikes. And Berlin’s disregard for the Academy’s conditioning was showing. The major trailed at the end of the line, clearly struggling with the relentless terrain. The climate controls probably helped him, and his bucket drowned out what Wash suspected was some heavy, labored breathing. It wasn’t like Berlin was doughy and lazy, but he wasn’t ready for this. He wasn’t Legion, even though he dressed and looked the part. 

			Wash felt like a babysitter, hanging back to make sure his friend wasn’t separated from the rest of the column. 

			As Wash reached a massive tree along the jungle floor, at least twenty meters in circumference at its base, he saw Sergeant Shotton waiting for him.

			“Sergeant,” said Wash.

			“Your boy injure himself?” Shotton nodded back toward Berlin. “Moving awfully slow for a leej.”

			Wash turned and watched his friend. Berlin was taking his time getting down from a fallen tree that had blocked their route. He seemed oblivious to the fact that the rest of the men were outpacing him by a good margin.

			“Uh, I think he turned an ankle,” Wash lied. 

			“Guess he’s hiding it all right, then,” offered Sergeant Shotton diplomatically. “Well, it ain’t like those artillery are gonna outrun us. We either gonna find ’em or we ain’t.” After departing the LZ, Wash had related the mission objective—such as it was—to the sergeant, who’d relayed it to his men.

			“Yeah,” muttered Wash.

			“Anyway,” continued the sergeant, “I told the men to take a break and grab some chow. But if the major can continue on with me to the front, I wanna figure out how we’re going to handle this next stretch of jungle. It looks to open up a bit. Good place for a doro encampment… or an ambush.”

			Wash nodded and waited for Berlin to join them.

			“Hey,” panted Berlin. “What’re we standing around for?”

			He sounded like the out-of-shape friend on a hike who was doing his best to appear all in. Only Wash knew he meant it. He was giving it his all. Berlin wasn’t a real legionnaire, but neither was he a quitter.

			“Major,” Shotton said, pointing ahead, “we’ve been pushing south for a while. My men have come up on an opening that just don’t feel right. I need you to come forward with me, sir, and tell me if we’re on the right course.”

			Wash followed the two men silently. He didn’t like that Berlin was going to be the one deciding what came next, because he didn’t trust his friend to make the best decisions when it came to keeping himself, and these marines, alive. The fact that they were in this sweltering mess in the first place was proof enough of that. 

			Of course, Wash’s decision-making today hadn’t exactly been exemplary either. He had only himself to blame for coming along. But for Berlin’s sake, and for the sake of these men, he felt that his presence here was for the best. If he hadn’t come, Berlin might’ve already been left by the marines to find his own way home.

			It would be up to Wash to make sure they got back to base safely.

			And if he could pull that off, it would then be up to Berlin to make sure their careers weren’t ruined.

			The trio passed marines resting on the jungle floor in silence as their brothers kept lookout. Denturo watched them pass by, and though he didn’t spit in Wash’s direction this time, he was staring daggers. “Took you homos long enough.”

			The marine with the black hair who’d been seated next to Wash on the SLIC—PFC Haulman—stood amid of tangle of hanging vines that secreted some sort of sticky substance that entrapped small insects. He waved for Sergeant Shotton and the legionnaires to come forward.

			“What’s up, Haulman?” asked the sergeant.

			“Parker says he sees something,” the marine answered in a whisper. “Thinks it’s a dobie.”

			“Okay,” Berlin said, “let’s go check it out, Sergeant. Lieutenant Washam, you stay here and guard the… back.”

			“Yes, sir,” Wash said, though he very much wanted to go forward.

			He found himself in the company of Denturo and the other marines. He looked for the sniper whose name he still didn’t know, but didn’t see him. Perhaps he was the “Parker” that Private Haulman had mentioned.

			Denturo, reposed in a thick patch of yellow-flowering vines, heckled Wash. “Solve an argument for us, Leej. These guys here,” Denturo spat in the direction of the other marines, “all say the major is gonna be the first one to die out here. But I say… it’s you. So which is it?”

			Wash walked over to the hulking marine, who was smiling at his own joke. He squatted down until he was looking Denturo straight in the eyes. “You’re gonna wanna get up right now, Marine.”

			Denturo spat. “Yeah? Why’s that?”

			“Because those yellow flowers contain a nectar that doubles as a nerve-deadening agent. So I figure it won’t be long until all you feel on your rear end is pins and needles.”

			“You an expert on that, LT?” Denturo asked. He was still defiant, but Wash saw a creeping concern in his eyes.

			“I read the Psydon flora manual. Be a shame if you’ve gotta walk on numb legs through the jungle. Doros’ll hear that for sure. Then I guess you’ll be the first one dusted.”

			Denturo’s face paled and he sprang to his feet, wiping the clinging flowers from his pants while his buddies did their best to stifle laughs behind open palms.

			Wash turned, not bothering to hide the smile on his face. 

			Haulman was coming back in their direction. The marine signaled for Wash to follow, but to remain quiet. The other marines must’ve seen this too, as they all fell silent as a graveyard past dark.

			Wash followed the marine, neither of them speaking, past massive, rain-catching leaves the color of emeralds. When they arrived at the foot of a small hill, Haulman motioned for Wash to go up, then the marine slid back into the jungle they’d come from. 

			At the top of the hill was another marine, crouched among odd, pink ferns. He pointed to Wash’s left, indicating for the legionnaire to move down the other side of the relatively sparse jungle hill. It was sun-soaked, clear of trees, and covered with a season’s worth of dried, decaying leaves and palms. Wash could see Berlin and Sergeant Shotton down there, ducking behind a massive fallen tree limb. 

			Dropping to his stomach, Wash slung his blaster rifle onto his back and pulled himself in a controlled low-crawl down the hill. At the bottom, he continued on his belly until he was covered by a vegetation line that allowed him to get to both feet and stoop.

			There he found another marine stationed, this one with his arm up at a ninety-degree angle, a clear indicator for anyone behind him to stop. Wash stayed frozen for several seconds before the marine waved him forward to reach Shotton and Berlin. There was no doubt in Wash’s mind that they had come across something that, if not outright dangerous, demanded extreme caution.

			After passing several more marines, Wash finally joined Shotton at the edge of what seemed to be a small valley, though it was hard to tell with the massive tree limb obstructing his view. Berlin was obviously still breathing heavily, the way his chest armor moved up and down, but his helmet continued to drown out the noise.

			“What’s up?” Wash whispered.

			Sergeant Shotton’s head was barely peeking over the top of the tree limb. “Take a look.”

			Wash slowly brought his eyes above the limb to look down below. Doros—a species of vicious, dog-like pack warriors that could move on two or four legs—milled about in grungy fatigues. Each of the aliens had a beat-up looking blaster rifle slung over its shoulder. But with the exception of a few sentries, they seemed to carry about with a relaxed attitude. One group of the doros sat inside an open-walled structure with a corrugated metal roof, playing cards. 

			Wash dropped back down behind the tree limb and fumbled for his pack, retrieving his field macros. 

			“Wait a while,” called a calm voice hidden in nearby foliage. It was the sniper—Parker. “Two of the guards are making their rounds facing this way. I’ll tell you when they pass.”

			His back against the log, Wash looked from Sergeant Shotton to Berlin. “This what we came to find?”

			“I sure hope so,” said Berlin, his voice strong through his bucket’s external speakers. He didn’t sound all that winded.

			“It’s something, all right,” said Shotton. 

			Wash couldn’t get a read on the man, other than that he sounded like a professional confirming the facts of the matter.

			“I didn’t get the best look,” Wash said, “but I’d say maybe… twenty, thirty dobies.”

			“Yeah,” Shotton muttered. “’Bout what I counted, too.”

			“There’s forty-eight,” said Parker from the bushes. “About half of them are sleeping or playing cards. The rest are in two-man patrols or stationed in observation posts. It’s safe now, by the way.”

			Wash crept up to have a quick second look with his macros. He skimmed the camp, counting concentrations of doros by sixes until he confirmed all forty-eight. He dropped back down behind cover.

			“Forty-eight. Confirmed.”

			“That’s more than triple our force,” Sergeant Shotton said. “So what’s the plan, Major?”

			Berlin knocked on the chin of his helmet as though he was thinking the same thing. He rose up and placed both elbows on the limb, looking at the situation through the optical magnification his bucket’s visors provided. The way he was holding his hands, he looked to Wash as though he was praying.

			“We sneak into their camp,” Berlin said, still watching. “I think we can get by ’em. Then we grab some intel and disappear back into the jungle. Easy.”

			Parker leaned his head out of the bush in order to exchange a look with Sergeant Shotton.

			“All right,” Shotton said, his face unreadable. “If that’s the order, I’ll get everybody up and in position. Unless you’d rather oversee that, Major?”

			“Hmm?” Berlin sounded like he hadn’t quite been paying attention. He looked over to Shotton, as if waiting for his brain to catch up to the conversation. “Oh! No, you’re fine, Sergeant. You know what you’re doing. Whatever positioning you set up is okay by me. As long as it works out, that’s all I’m concerned with. I don’t need the honor.”

			Wash drew his face back into a tight smile. That probably wasn’t exactly leadership in action, but Shotton certainly was better suited to coordinate an infiltration on a fortified outpost than Berlin was. If anything, Berlin deserved a bit of credit for knowing his limitations. The way some of the other point officers talked, you’d think they were the second coming of General Rex himself. And that from a group of people who’d likely never even downloaded the tactical e-books required for their stint in the Legion Academy.

			“Hey,” Berlin said, as though he were talking to himself. “Where are they all going?”

			Wash popped up and followed Berlin’s line of sight with his field macros. Several of the dog-men were moving toward the edge of their camp in what looked like an orderly procession. They were speaking in their guttural language, but the distance was too great for any of it to be made out. Not that Wash spoke Doro. “They’re definitely up to something.”

			“You probably can’t see it,” said Parker from inside his hide, “but there’s a big old transport truck on the extreme edge of the camp. Sitting on a dirt road. That’s where they’re headed.”

			“Repulsor?” Wash asked.

			“Nah. Tracks and wheels. Old. Probably running off of organics. Fossil fuels and the like.”

			Wash nodded in agreement. They hadn’t seen much in the way of synthetic refineries in the doro cities. These more distant worlds still hadn’t caught up to the full scope of tech enjoyed by the rest of the galaxy. And Psydon wasn’t even really at galaxy’s edge. Things were even harsher out there.

			“We should blow it up,” Berlin said decisively, sounding enthusiastic at the prospect. “We should destroy this whole camp.”

			“Sir, not that I’m one to turn down a chance to kill dobies… I mean doros, as per the regs,” said Shotton, “but you just said our best plan was to sneak in long enough for a quick grab of intel. I thought our mission was to find those artillery platforms. We make a noise here, best believe that some doro running on four legs is gonna get the word out about us being in country. And that means all of us having to haul ass all the way to the LZ.” Shotton added a final mumble, just barely audible. “Speaking of which, I wouldn’t mind you sharing the location of our LZ with me, Major Berlin, in case something happens to you.”

			Berlin nodded. “Yeah, I’ll tell you about it later. But if we were to take this place out… how can we take this place out?” 

			“We’d better do it quick,” the sniper said. “That truck ain’t just waitin’ around for nothing. It’s obviously getting ready to move.”

			Wash considered what was before them. It wasn’t the artillery platforms, but that was a needle-in-a-haystack mission; the entire Republic fighting force hadn’t been able to find and destroy those. Still, this was a doro outpost, and they had an opportunity to take it out. And Wash was confident they would be able to overwhelm the dog-men with a surprise attack. 

			And then he saw something that made the decision to take the camp mandatory.

			“Sergeant Shotton,” Wash said, almost surprised by the strong, Legion-trained tone of command in his voice. “Bring the rest of your men up. Let’s get them into position to eliminate the sentries and move into the camp. We should be able to eliminate them in the confusion before they have the chance to raise an alarm and rally.”

			Shotton hesitated. He seemed both annoyed and reluctant to listen to the orders of this legionnaire lieutenant wearing a mishmash of Legion fatigues and marine combat greens. 

			Wash stabbed a finger in the direction he’d been looking. “Now, Sergeant?”

			Shotton squinted his eyes, searching for what Wash was pointing out. Then his face lit up with surprise. “Oh, hell. Right away!”

			The sergeant disappeared, leaving the two appointed legionnaires and the marine recon sniper as the only remaining vigil.

			“Lieutenant Washam,” the sniper said calmly. “I’m watching the truck through my scope, and it’s a pretty narrow field of vision. You wanna share with me what got Sarge’s panties in a bunch like that?”

			“You got eyes on the truck’s exhaust pipes?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Scan twenty degrees. Your left. Beneath the camo cargo net.”

			Berlin, obviously struck with curiosity, began to look in the same direction. “What are we looking for here, Wash?”

			“Holy…” the sniper said.

			Underneath the canopy net—the type designed to stay hidden from the Republic’s roving eyes above—sat a group of humans, their arms flex-tied behind their backs. The prisoners sat cross-legged, guarded by doros with well-worn blaster rifles at the ready, barking menacingly. The captives appeared to be Republic Army or Marines, but it was tough to tell from this vantage point.

			“I’m willing to bet that’s the cargo intended for the waiting truck,” Wash said. 

			Berlin had finally spotted them. He placed both hands flat against the limb providing cover. “Holy sket! This is great! Wash, we’ve got to rescue them.”

			Initially, Wash had determined to argue against sneaking into the camp. Better to log its location and call in a bombing run once they’d returned to base. But now, seeing that the lives of fellow Republic citizens were at stake, the game had changed. Whether Legion or marine, you didn’t leave your brothers to die.

			The doros had them outnumbered, but a twelve-man recon team enjoying the element of surprise should be capable of securing its objective. So long as everything was done just right. The single biggest factor was time. Could they get themselves set up and in position before the prisoners were loaded into the truck and carried off to their next destination?

			“Parker,” Wash said, realizing as he did that he was only guessing that this was the sniper’s name. He hadn’t confirmed it.

			“Yeah?”

			“We can’t let that truck get out of here. Do you have anything capable of stopping it?”

			A full Legion team would have a heavy equipped with anti-vehicle weaponry. Wash wasn’t unfamiliar with how a marine recon team was loaded out.

			“We’ve got a portable launcher, but it’s back with the others. I can make a shot though, man. Maybe clip the driver through the glass. Vehicle’s too old to have anything thick enough to stop what we’re bringing to the party.” 

			Wash considered this. If the vehicle was moving, taking out the driver could be a bit of a wild card. If the dead doro were to get its foot stuck to the acceleration pedal or lean hard against the steering column, the truck could careen out of control. And if that thing rolled… well, you wouldn’t want to be sitting in the back where the prisoners would be gathered.

			“Roger that. Is that our only option?”

			“Might be able to shoot out the engine. That is, if I’m right about how it’s powered. That would stop the thing in its tracks.”

			Wash nodded. “Do whatever it takes. Let’s just keep as many of our guys alive as possible.”

			Our guys.

			Wash might be an appointed officer. He might never be accepted into the fraternity. But these were still his guys. And he was all in.

			Sergeant Shotton returned, moving quietly ahead of the full grouping of marines. They joined the makeshift command center behind the fallen tree limb. “We’re up. What’s next, Lieutenant?”

			Berlin seemed transfixed by all of this, watching both Wash and Shotton, waiting to see what would happen next. He made no pretense of wanting to give input.

			“Gear up to take out the sentries.” Wash pointed at two marines. “You two: move around the west slope and get your sights on the two doros patrolling the camp’s perimeter.”

			The marines nodded and began to move. If they felt any hesitancy in following Wash, the commanding issuance of orders swept it all away. These marines were trained to fight, and they were being given orders regarding a fight that was about to go down sudden and quick.

			Not wasting time with words, Wash gave silent instructions, pointing at teams of two and directing them to their objective. He trusted the marines to kill, the same as if they were Legion. They would slaughter as many doros as possible through stealth, and then get the rest of them once things got noisy.

			With the marines moving out to eliminate sentries or to position themselves to send plunging fire into the camp, Wash spoke again in whispers to Parker. “Once they’re set up, you have a green light. Take the shots you have to. But let us stay hidden as long as we can. Only… not at the expense of letting the truck get away.”

			“Copy that, Lieutenant.”

			Satisfied, Wash turned to Sergeant Shotton, pointing over the top of the limb with two fingers. “We’re going down there. Gonna creep right up into the camp so we’re in position to take those guards out once the shooting starts.”

			“All right,” grunted Shotton. “Hopefully my knees don’t creak so much they give us away.”

			“What about me?” 

			Berlin might not have wanted to be involved in the planning, but he clearly didn’t want to miss out on the action. It didn’t matter to him who decided how the fight went down, only that he was in it. 

			And Wash knew he couldn’t cut his friend out. He knew that if he tried, Berlin wouldn’t hesitate to use his rank. Berlin needed this fight; in his mind, his entire future life depended on it. And in a way it did. 

			“Blocking position,” Wash said. “Call out targets for Parker, but be ready to cut off any doros if they try to climb up this hill.”

			“Right,” Berlin said with a nod. “I can do that.”

			Wash nodded back. If there was confusion among the marines about which legionnaire was in charge of the mission, this interaction probably didn’t help matters. Wash bumped a fist against Berlin’s armored shoulder. “You got this, Major. Doros will probably run up this hill so fast once the shooting starts that you’ll get more kills than anyone else.”

			“We ready?” asked Sergeant Shotton, who was staring at Berlin suspiciously.

			“Yeah,” Wash said. “Let’s get into position.”

			“Hey,” said Berlin, grabbing Wash’s arm as he began to move by. “I’m seeing all these green dots moving around the perimeter in my helmet. What is… is that bad?”

			“Oba,” said a stunned Sergeant Shotton. Any doubt as to whether his commanding officer was capable had now been confirmed.

			But Wash didn’t have time to smooth things over between his friend and the sergeant. The marines would just have to accept that they were being led through the jungle by one of the Republic’s shiny new appointed Legion officers. And anyway, Wash was going to show them firsthand that he, at least, knew how to KTF.

			“Green dots are marines. Your bucket is tracking their embedded micro-transponders—part of their meat tags.”

			“Got it,” said Berlin. “Green dots mean good guys.”

			Wash gave a wan smile. “Just don’t even shoot in the direction of those dots. You see something over there, call it out to Parker and have him take the shot. Blocking position, remember? Don’t leave the spot unless you’re absolutely sure you’re going to be overrun. And even then, don’t run unless Parker tells you to.”

			“Shoot every doro that gets close,” offered Sergeant Shotton, his professional cool taking over. “That’s all we need from you, Major.”

			Wash nodded and looked to the sergeant. “Let’s move.”
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			Wash and Sergeant Shotton moved around the fallen limb and crouched in a patch of fragrant blooming plants that smelled of anise and vanilla. Wash held up a hand to tell Shotton that this was as far as they needed to go.

			The marines were still stalking through the underbrush, closing in on their assigned kills. Most of the sentries were relatively exposed, but one pair of doros were emplaced with a heavy machine gun behind sandbags on a wooden platform. The dog-men were oriented to face the road, evidently feeling that it was the most likely direction of attack. Which made sense, because to date no one in the Legion or Republic had dropped a team in the middle of nowhere to blaze an alternate path through un-scouted jungle.

			Only a point would be dumb enough to try that.

			Denturo and another marine crept through the foliage, stalking the gunners in the nest like savage predators. With the camp distracted, the two marines were able to dash out of the jungle, taking cover on the blind side of the sandbags. They had their knives out, blades powder-coated black so as not to reflect the sun, and as they charged the emplacement, they thrust the blades into the doros’ bark-boxes, sinking them to the hilt and holding the dog-men’s muzzles closed with their free hands. Denturo lifted his doro’s spasming body off the ground, keeping it from knocking around anything that might draw attention, until the dog-man went slack and was laid limply below the cover of the sandbags with an ironic and almost affectionate gentleness.

			The big marine—whose cheek looked swollen with stim even from Wash’s distant vantage point—held up a hand to let his sergeant know that they were now in place. 

			Shotton nodded and directed Wash’s attention to the other machine gun nest. Again, it looked as though the recon team had arrived from the one direction the doros hadn’t expected. They were ready for an attack coming from the Republic’s lines, not from behind their own.

			Berlin truly had convinced the SLIC pilots to go deep behind enemy lines. It was a wonder they’d done so. 

			With the doro machine gunners’ backs turned—exposed to Shotton’s recon patrol—two marines Wash didn’t know moved into position. Unlike Denturo, these men wouldn’t have the opportunity for a silent takedown. Not without being seen. They held grenades, which would be the smartest and—for them—safest way to take out their target.

			Sergeant Shotton held up a hand, telling the marines not to throw them yet. There was one more important takedown needed before the big boom: the guard tower, which Haulman was going after. He was by far the most exposed marine as he climbed, even with his buddy watching his back from a covered spot on the ground below. 

			Haulman slowly climbed up rung by rung, moving precisely, painstakingly slow, so as not to make any noise. A single doro sentry atop the wooden structure looked out casually at the jungle, facing opposite his enemy. He leaned against one of the support beams that held up a canvas providing shade to his canine-like head. 

			Haulman paused at the top rung, ready to slip inside.

			“Tell them ten seconds once we reach the hut where those doros are playing cards,” Wash instructed Shotton.

			The sergeant conveyed the order in three sets of hand motions. They had short-range comms, of course, but the intensity of the situation was such that no one wanted to speak. And the doros were known to listen in on the open military comms—all save the Legion’s ultra-encrypted L-comm. It would all be easier with Legion helmets, but they were doing it the old-fashioned way. Knife work, and a bloody business at that. 

			Wash found it both exhilarating and terrifying to watch. He pushed aside his emotions—pushed out any thoughts about what might happen to him if the doros were to capture him, or any of them. With Sergeant Shotton at his side, he began to quietly move down the depression, creeping toward the camp, trusting the sniper and Berlin to keep them safe. Trusting that the other marines poised to storm the camp would do their jobs when the time came.

			Just inside the camp, they came upon the small shack with a single wall where the dog-men were playing cards. Wash had been counting down in his head, knowing that the sentry in the guard tower should be dead soon, and then the machine gun nest would be grenaded.

			Making a split-second decision, he grabbed a fragmentary grenade of his own, setting it to explode two seconds after he released the kill switch. 

			Looking toward the prisoners’ holding area, still distant, Wash made eye contact with one of the captives. She was an Army basic, arms tied behind her back and wearing the standard fatigues of a supply soldier, stripped down to pants and the standard-issue tank top. Claw marks on her arms, right below the shoulder, suggested her jacket had been ripped away. Her helmet was missing, and her black hair rested messily on sunburnt shoulders, making her already deep brown skin appear that much darker. 

			The prisoner shook her head, not removing her gaze from Wash as if to say, “Don’t.” 

			But there was no turning back now. 

			Trusting his mental countdown, Wash tossed the explosive inside the doro shack. 

			It landed in the middle of the pile of credit chips, adding an ante to the pot that none of the players wanted. The dog-men froze for a second, and then at once began to bark. They jumped to their feet, but the grenade detonated before any of them could take a step. Shotton and Wash turned away from the blast, remaining hidden behind the shack’s single wall. 

			Not a full second later the twin booms of two grenades erupting in the last machine gun nest sounded out across the jungle soundtrack. No sooner had that blast subsided than Wash could hear a pained yelping and whining above the din. He turned and saw the doro sentry flailing in free fall from the guard tower. The dog-man hit the ground hard, sending up a cloud of unsettled dust.

			Then all hell broke loose. Dog-men pawed for weapons as high-cycle blaster fire from the marines stationed around the base began to rain down, ripping holes in the alien warriors. The doros scrambled frantically, but got cut down the moment they found themselves out in the open.

			Wash and Shotton moved at the low, heading toward the impromptu POW holding area. The prisoners were ducked down, as if in some prayer of obeisance, trying to stay low while their confused doro captors snarled and barked threats. One of them, a larger member of the pack, raised its rifle menacingly, its vicious-looking snout curled back to reveal white dripping canines and raw hate foaming along the muzzle. He was going to kill the prisoners.

			The doro’s head then simply vanished in a mist of red blood and gray brain matter, fragments of skull and skin plastering the stunned prisoners cowering before him. The electric crack of Parker’s sniper rifle told Wash everything he needed to know as the doro’s headless body fell on the ground and poured out blood.

			“Go!” shouted Wash as he and Shotton moved forward. The sniper had saved the prisoners with his first shot, but it would be up to Wash and Shotton to stop the other guards from carrying out the massacre. 

			They ran hard, raising their rifles and dropping a guard. They turned their rifles on the two remaining doros, but not before the dog-men opened up with their decrepit-but-far-too-lethal weapons, laying waste to the hapless prisoners in a sudden blur of automatic blaster fire.

			“Sons-a—!” shouted Sergeant Shotton, even as he expended a full blaster pack in cutting down the murderous dog-men.

			The battle continued on, getting in the way of their progress. A doro appeared from around a corner, snarling and shooting blaster bolts at Wash and Shotton. The two soldiers hit the dirt, rolling to return fire, only to see the dog-man’s chest explode from another of Parker’s shots at distance. 

			Wash scrambled to his feet, looking in the direction the doro had come from, just in case it had any buddies following. A concussive blast—another grenade—boomed near the building, causing its flimsy wooden reed door to fly open. Inside was another dog-man. It wasn’t armed, but what it was doing was just as dangerous. Coiled over its canine-like ears was a modified comm headset, and the alien was clearly barking frightened messages into a mic.

			Nothing good would come of that. 

			Wash raised his blaster rifle and thumbed the selector to full-cycle fire. He sent bolt after searing blaster bolt into the comm shack, punching holes through the wooden structure, which splintered around the smoking, black-charred rings. The doro danced in a seizure of pain as the bolts tore into it, the comm equipment going up in sparks and flames. 

			Wash’s charge pack went dry. The comm shack was a ruin.

			“We gotta hurry up,” he shouted to Shotton, who was firing on a fleeing doro. “Chances are they’ve called for help.”

			They continued on to the site of the slaughter. The blood of the doros mixed freely with that of the butchered army basics, soaking the dry, leafy ground red.

			“See if you can get a medic down here,” Wash ordered the sergeant. “And watch for visitors.”

			“Rog, Leej,” answered the sergeant.

			Leej.

			The marines—the sergeant at least—thought of him not as a point, but as a legionnaire. 

			But a real legionnaire wouldn’t have let those prisoners get done like that, would they, Wash?

			Wash stepped over corpses, making sure to put a blaster bolt into the head of any doros lying around—whether they looked dead already or not. Just to be sure. Then he shouldered his rifle and surveyed through the deceased prisoners. The effect of heavy blaster rifles at close range wasn’t pretty. The bolts made a scorching entry wound, but the close-proximity fire allowed the kinetic energy of the bolt to punch right through so fast that little was cauterized, making the whole area looked like some sort of gory barbecue pit, with pieces of cooked and raw flesh intermingled with hair, bone, and unit patches.

			Wash examined each prisoner for vital signs, his hands growing progressively slicker from blood as he went from one neck to the next. His mind told him that there was no chance of someone surviving, and to give this up and find some dog-men and make them pay real bad for what they’d done. But in his heart Wash felt that this was what he owed these soldiers for failing to save them. He had to at least try to find one alive and get them to hang on until the team’s medic could be brought down. 

			Is this what you wanted, Wash? Would you have still gotten your feet wet if you knew it was in the blood of all these soldiers? Dead because you weren’t leej enough to get the job done?

			And yet, in spite of all the death all around him, Wash had never felt more alive in his life. Each blade of dead grass was revealed in a hundred different colors. The air tasted of burnt ozone, and sounds were sharp and clear. He felt a sense of shame over this. The Legion Academy had covered a litany of useful subjects, but dealing with these dueling feelings of elation and sorrow… that wasn’t one of them.

			Finally, he reached the still face of the woman he’d locked eyes with before everything went down. She was practically buried under her fellow soldiers, her head resting in the guts of some poor guy who’d been nearly shot in two, like some macabre pillow. 

			Why had she warned him off? Was it because she knew this would happen? Had the guards told her what would become of them if they tried anything, and had Wash forced their hands?

			Or maybe it was a fait accompli. The guards had acted as though they already had orders. Perhaps the truck wasn’t waiting to transfer them to another holding area—perhaps it was just waiting to carry their dead bodies to some mass grave deep in the jungle. 

			Wash picked his way through more dead. He saw other unit patches but nothing combat. No frontline soldiers. No marines or legionnaires. Just unlucky Republic Army soldiers who’d been captured trying to move food, water, and other supplies in the repulsor convoys needed to keep the various firebases equipped. Places too hot for a slow-moving shuttle entry and swarming with doro forces that would likely get to, and booby-trap, any orbital drops in the nearby jungle before the intended recipients ever could. 

			The sudden report of Sergeant Shotton’s blaster grabbed Wash by the collar and shook him out of his thoughts. He looked up to see the marine drop a pair of doros running past the POW netting, cutting them down with a three-shot burst.

			“Lieutenant, they’re fleeing from this end of camp and making for the truck,” Shotton growled, scanning for more targets and sounding just as angry as Wash felt. “All due respect, but the dead ain’t goin’ nowhere and we need to snuff these doros out before they get the chance to tell someone about it.”

			Wash felt another flush of shame, this time because he’d let his situational awareness be virtually eclipsed by the task of going through the dead. Something that could have waited, like the sergeant said. He looked around. The marines had poured down into the camp, pursuing the remaining doros, seeking to trap them against the truck like a hammer coming down hard on an anvil. The truck’s driver didn’t seem keen on waiting for his comrades to arrive. He was already moving down the road, picking up what speed his massive rig could muster.

			“Make sure that truck doesn’t get away!” Wash shouted.

			“Parker’ll stop ’em,” said Shotton with smug relish.

			A sharp, intense blaster bolt backed up the sergeant’s claim, slamming into the truck’s engine compartment and sending a shower of sparks and smoke heavenward. The truck seized, stuttered, and stopped. The driver jumped out of the cab and was promptly turned into cooked meat by a follow-up shot that tore out the dog’s long throat in a vapor puff of red mist. Then the sniper began picking off the other fleeing doros, causing them to stop and turn around in the chaos. Causing them to be dead a second later.

			With no harm in using the comms, now that surprise was achieved, Wash called out a warning to his friend. “Berlin, they’re coming your way!”

			“I see ’em,” Berlin answered, sounding positively ecstatic.

			But the legionnaire’s blaster fire didn’t come. The doros were running on all fours, clawing their way up the hill and getting closer and closer to Berlin and Parker.

			Something was wrong.

			Berlin came back on the comm, his voice heavy with concern. “Blaster rifle isn’t firing! They’re gonna be right on top of us!”

			The sniper fired again, but there was no way he could pick off the mob of rapidly approaching dog-men. And then Wash heard Parker’s voice shouting over the comm. He was screaming at Berlin. “Is your damn selector on safe?”

			Whether Berlin’s gun truly was just in safe mode, or whether it was a bad pack jamming the weapon, Wash didn’t know. But soon Berlin was sending down a stream of blaster fire into the advancing doros. The dog-men were struck on their heads and shoulders as they ran up on all fours, taking the hits at point blank. Searing blaster bolts from Berlin’s weapon pounded into them. The doros couldn’t move up, couldn’t move to the side—they could only fall back or die right there. 

			And that’s what they did. They just… died. It was like some galactic hit man lining up rival gangsters in a dirty back alley and cutting them down in cold blood. The doros fell down the hill, and what survivors there were now ran frantically in the direction of Wash and Sergeant Shotton.

			“Fantastic!” Berlin shouted in triumph. “You see that, Wash? They’re coming your way now!”

			Wash raised his blaster rifle and added his blaster bolts to those of the marines, cutting down the remaining panicked doros in a final one-sided showdown that left the camp totally in control of the Republic.
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			“Status reports!” shouted Sergeant Shotton into the comm. “Everybody all right?”

			“Haulman got hit, but nothing bad. Doc’s patching him up now.”

			Shotton looked to Wash. “Not bad, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah,” Wash agreed. “Your men did fantastic work.”

			“They did their jobs.”

			Wash turned back to the executed prisoners, thinking to check again for any life, or information. “I don’t think we’ll want to stick around long enough to bury these guys.”

			Shotton grunted. “Shoulda kept a couple of doros to dig a grave for all these… plus one for themselves. I’ll set up a perimeter, but, yeah, let’s boogie when we can, sir.”

			What the sergeant suggested was technically a war crime according to the Republic, but Wash kept to himself. He understood where the man was coming from, and if he was honest with himself, the doros responsible for what had happened deserved what Shotton described.

			As he began to pick over the dead again, he became aware of just how much blood was on his hands. He tried to shake the blood free before finally wiping his hands off on the uniforms of the deceased. And then, when he couldn’t find uniforms of the dead not soaked, he wiped them off on his own uniform. So much so that it began to feel like a wet towel that would no longer hold any moisture. He must look a mess.

			For all his efforts, there were no survivors. They were stone dead, every last one of them. 

			Wash stood up just as Denturo arrived with some other marines. “I don’t know about the rest of you homos,” Denturo spat, “but that was better than sex.”

			No one answered the gregarious hulk of a man, but that didn’t seem to bother him. He spit fresh stim juice into the dried leaves and then looked around the ruined camp. “That can’t be all of ’em. I got a whole lot more dobies to kill before I leave this jungle today.” 

			Wash resisted the urge to shake his head. The marine sounded like something straight out of a cheesy action movie. “We’ll find out from Major Berlin if this is it or if we’re moving on to another target.”

			“Yeah, well, tell the major to set up more doros, and I’ll knock ’em down straightaways. Thank Oba the marines taught me how to squeeze a trigger. I damn well could kill every dog-man, woman, and child on Psydon if they’d turn me loose.”

			“You just talking through your ass for fun, Denturo?” Sergeant Shotton asked, eyeing the big marine with a mix of hardness and approval. It was clear to see that the marine recon team enjoyed Denturo’s antics. “Or is this one of those situations where you won’t shut up until one of us admits that you could’ve killed everybody on your own?”

			“Damn right I could’ve killed them all on my own, Sarge. Didn’t even have to use my big gun. Give me a few extra charge packs and I’d have dusted every dobie in this camp. That ain’t bragging. That’s a fact and—holy sket!”

			Denturo jumped in surprise, both feet almost leaving the ground. So did Wash. So did all the marines. They were all equally alarmed by the sudden, otherworldly gasp that came from what had been, to them, a corpse only moments before. 

			The woman Wash had locked eyes with had just loudly sucked in a lungful of air, as though resurfacing from a deep dive. As though her spirit had just returned to her body. She then fell instantly back into unconsciousness.

			If Denturo was set to lose any macho points for jumping, Wash canceled it out. The surprise knocked him on his rear as he took an involuntary step back and tripped over a dead soldier. He grabbed frantically for his fallen blaster rifle, pointing it at the revitalized basic before realizing that it was only her.

			“Looks like we got a breather after all,” Sergeant Shotton said. The fright had turned his dark skin pale. “Need a corpsman here!”

			The sniper, Parker, arrived in their midst, leaving Major Berlin to struggle down the hillside on his own. “Pretty good day when it’s not just about the killing. Always fancied myself a hero. Shoulda been a fireman.”

			Wash felt hope kindle in his innards. What had happened to all the others was terrible, but it was… good to see that at least someone had survived the rabid executioners. But would she be all right? 

			Wash moved toward the woman to take a closer look. Her eyes popped open, and she screamed.

			“It’s okay!” Wash shouted back, immediately regretting the volume of his voice. He repeated himself, calmer now. “It’s okay.”

			Taking care to keep his hands open and assume a nonthreatening posture, he continued toward the woman. Her chest was heaving, and Wash felt as if he could hear her heart thumping from inside her body. Her eyes looked around wildly as though her mind hadn’t caught up fully with what had just happened to her. And to everyone who had been alive and most likely known to her only a few minutes before.

			“Hey. Hey. We’re on your side.” Wash spoke gently, dredging up the reserves of polite respectability that his civilian station had drilled into him as part of his planet’s elite class. Why else would he have been chosen for the appointment program, if not good breeding? “You’re safe. The doros are all dead now.”

			The survivor shrank back from him, pushing herself against the corpse of a fellow soldier until she was literally sitting on top of that other dead body. “Legion and marines, sweetheart,” Denturo said, spitting after for good measure. “We look like dog-men to you, honey?”

			Wash gave the marine a detestable look. That wasn’t going to help things. But when he turned back around, he found that the big marine’s words had gotten through. The survivor looked less fearful, her eyes no longer wide with panic.

			“You got a name?” Wash asked.

			The woman licked her dry lips with an equally dry tongue, which stuck to the skin for a second before retreating back into her mouth. “Tierney. Tierney Behrev.”

			Wash put his hand on his chest. “First Lieutenant Scontan Washam, Fifth Legion.” He inclined his head toward the watching marines. “These are all hullbusters. Don’t worry about their names—none of ’em are worth getting to know.”

			The joke drew approving snickers from the marines, even Sergeant Shotton. Only Denturo seemed to take offense. “Up yours, Leej.”

			“Listen… Tierney,” Wash said, moving closer and feeling more at ease when she didn’t flinch or attempt to further retreat. “You’re safe here, but that doesn’t mean you’re okay. We need to check you out, and then we gotta go. We’re taking you with us.”

			“Where the hell is Corpsman Hellix?” shouted Sergeant Shotton over the comm.

			“Sorry,” replied the corpsman’s voice over the open comm channel. “Just finishing up with Haulman. These jungles breed infection, and he needs to be sealed up before we start walking again.”

			“He’s all right, though?”

			“Yes, sir. Just a glancing blaster bolt.”

			“Well, finish up and then double-time it over here, Marine. I want the survivor cleared to move, and then I want us gone before the ants return to the picnic table.”

			“On my way, Sergeant.”

			The corpsman arrived not long after, cutting through the crowd of marines. He paused at the sight of all the bodies—all those prisoners shot down like vermin. Mouthing a silent prayer, Corpsman Hellix moved straight to Tierney, kneeling down at Wash’s side.

			“Okay, soldier,” said the corpsman, “tell me your name.”

			“It’s Tierney,” Wash answered.

			The corpsman gave a look that clearly told Wash to shut it. He then looked back at Tierney. “Sorry, what was it again?”

			Wash felt like an idiot. The marine didn’t care about her name. He was trying to get her talking to make sure she was all right. Hoping to see any signs of a concussion or any other problems that could be more easily identified through direct communication. 

			“Tierney,” said the survivor. 

			She sounded a bit loopy. Maybe there was a concussion after all. Maybe she was losing blood.

			Maybe… she wouldn’t make it.

			“Okay, Tierney,” the corpsman said, looking her over and gently exploring her with his hands for any obvious wounds. “You hurt anywhere in particular? Were you hit?”

			Tierney shook her head as though she was struggling to find her thoughts. “Feel a little sore… but… I don’t think I got… don’t think I was hit. Just… all… everyone crashed on top of me all so fast.”

			Hellix nodded. “I need to lift up your shirt, okay? These guys won’t watch. Turn around, guys.”

			Such acts of modesty were generally considered misogynistic on the core worlds. Why would the corpsman ask this woman something he wouldn’t have asked a man? But Wash found himself appreciating the care Hellix was showing the injured survivor. 

			Wash turned his head just as the tank top was lifted up, revealing the lower half of her body right up to a sport bra. Her ribs were bright red and already showing signs of significant bruising.

			“Does this hurt?” the corpsman asked. “Are you having difficulty breathing?”

			Wash looked back, his curiosity getting the better of him. The corpsman had his hand pressed firmly against the woman’s ribs. 

			Tierney breathed in, clearly pained. “It doesn’t hurt except when you’re pushing on it,” she said through gritted teeth. “It feels fine when you’re not touching it.”

			The corpsman removed his hands. “Okay, so let’s not touch it. How about your legs? Do you have feeling in them? Can you stand up?”

			The woman nodded. “I can feel them. I can stand.”

			Using the bodies around her, she pushed herself up into a sitting position, using them further to rock forward into a squat. She stood with some effort, Wash and the corpsman holding their hands out to offer her help with balancing. 

			Tierney wobbled slightly before nodding that she was okay. “I’m fine. Just a little lightheaded.”

			There was a story here. Some tragedy—beyond the POW massacre—that had brought this soldier so deep into the jungle. But finding it out now wasn’t a luxury Wash or the marines had. They needed to move.

			Denturo spat a fresh stream of mouth juice. “Can the basic walk? ’Cause we don’t need to be slowed down out here.”

			“Stow it, Denturo!” snapped Sergeant Shotton. 

			Wash was thankful for the rebuke, and not just because it meant he wouldn’t have to poke the tigrax again. They were all supposed to be in this together. Now was the time to think about how to get a fellow member of the Republic military machine safely out of this jungle hellhole and onto a medical SLIC. Her nightmare—and what else could it feel like but that?—needed to end.

			“I can walk,” Tierney said, taking a few tentative steps as if to prove it. She shot a dirty look at Denturo. “But thanks for the concern.”

			Wash and the corpsman walked out of the carnage by her side, each ready to catch her should she stumble.

			“So what’s the plan, Sarge?” asked Parker. “I mean, other than her, the camp is empty… not sure we’ll find anything of value.”

			The sergeant looked over to the major—who was still milling about by the hill he’d defended, counting the doros he’d killed—then sighed and looked at Wash. “Well, how about it, Lieutenant? Anything left for us to do here?”

			Wash thought about the doro he’d killed working the comm relay. It was unlikely the alien was simply catching up on the Republic’s constant counter-propaganda feeds. Wash had to assume that a response of some sort was coming, and while the doros’ air and space forces were destroyed on day one, they knew their way through the jungle terrain and could move on foot almost as quickly as a truck or sled could arrive by snaking through hastily cleared jungle roads.

			“We gotta go,” Wash said. He offered Tierney an apologetic frown. “I’m sorry, we can’t stay here. No time to bury the dead. That’s… just the way it is.”

			The woman nodded, an unspoken acceptance of the grim fate in store for those exposed bodies. The jungle would reduce them to skull and bones in a matter of days. By month’s end, there would be no trace.

			“Major Berlin!” Wash shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth.

			The major looked up and jogged over to his friend. He slowed at the sight of all the dead captives. It was as if he hadn’t realized anything that had happened beyond his narrow cone of KTF.

			“Sir,” Wash said on Berlin’s arrival, “I think it’s time we made our way back to the SLIC LZ for exfil.”

			Berlin looked from Wash to the other marines. He drew a foot back, dragging up the dead leaves as he did so. “Uh, well… I didn’t think we’d get something done so fast. The landing zone is the same place we were dropped off. But I told the SLICs not to come back for two days. We’ll just have to hang out there until then.”

			The marines began to protest at this, swearing as only a marine can. There was no way out—the comms wouldn’t reach an orbiting destroyer or a base—not this far behind the doro lines while competing with jammers and every other hack the dog-men used to keep the playing field even.

			“Stow it, marines!” Shotton snapped, quieting his men down. “All due respect, Major, but there is not enough cover or fortification to simply wait in that tall grass for two days until the SLICs arrive.”

			Wash sighed, feeling betrayed by his friend, and yet… what did he expect? There wasn’t a single part of him that believed Berlin was a capable strategist. He’d simply allowed himself to be caught up in the excitement of getting into the fight, and now his life, as well as the lives of the marines and this surviving POW, were in his hands. Hands covered in the blood of the POWs he had failed to save. If he had wanted to serve the Legion, he should have stopped this before it started. All that was left now was to lead the team to safety.

			“We can’t go back anyway,” Wash said, chewing on his lip. “The doros are elite trackers. They’ll find our trail and follow it to where we landed. We have to move forward, stay ahead of them.”

			“So we’re walkin’?” Shotton asked.

			Wash nodded. “Through the jungle, yes. Until we either find an elevated location suitable for a general comm transmission, or until we reach our lines.”

			The marines groaned.

			All save Denturo. “Good. Said I wasn’t done killin’ dobies. Now I don’t have to be.”

			“All right, marines!” Shotton yelled, circling a finger in the air as he turned toward the jungle that lay between them and the nearest Republic firebase. “Let’s move out!”
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			Republic Army Firebase Hitchcock

			Middle-of-Nowhere, Psydon

			For Sergeant Major Boyd, being a legionnaire, one of the Republic’s elite warriors, one of the best soldiers in the galaxy, was all he’d ever wanted. And he was a damn good legionnaire at that. But after six years in the Legion, an even greater opportunity came along. 

			Dark Ops.

			Darks Ops was the Special Forces branch created by General Rex… before Rex was killed or thrown out, depending on whom you believed. If the Legion was Boyd’s coming-of-age, his boyhood, Dark Ops was where he became a man. It had gotten him his nickname—Subs—as well as sharpened his already lethal skills into something downright… mystical.

			But now, as he sat in the sweltering, sun-drenched firebase under command of the Republic Army, Subs felt more like a fish out of water than a man. He didn’t belong here.

			Subs was a Dark Ops legionnaire with no teammates, no Dark Ops commander… no purpose.

			It all went bad a year before, during a Legion indigenous training operation gone terribly wrong. 

			The Legion was a strictly human force. That wasn’t because other species weren’t capable of forming elite fighting forces—anyone who’d ever faced a quad-wielding Tennar in a firefight, or tangled with a brutish Drusic in close quarters, would never again question their combat ability. It was because a humans-only approach was both efficient and effective. It allowed for standardization of equipment. It meant temperaments and motivations were reasonably aligned. It eliminated friction and made for more easily formed, stronger bonds, and greater camaraderie. 

			In short… it worked. And when you were knee-deep in some backwater jungle, facing hostile forces, and the only thing between you and a quick death were your brothers-in-arms… that was all that mattered.

			But the Legion was active in training other species to form their own fighting forces, each different in its own way, as suited the species’ temperaments and abilities. Subs and his team had personally worked with a number of local planetary militias to make them better able to defend their own planets. The Legion couldn’t be everywhere, and having local, loyal forces that knew how to KTF was Legion Commander Barrow’s strategy for containing the brushfire conflicts erupting in the shadow of the Savage Wars.

			So when the tall and slender Ukos—members of a Republic world brought in during the Savage Wars—were facing a hostile rebellion by decidedly socialist and anti-Republic revolutionaries, Subs and his Dark Ops team were sent in at the Republic’s behest to teach the Ukos how to shoot straight, how to move and think tactically, how to… KTF. All within the confines and limitations of the Ukos’ culture and physiological ability. 

			Unfortunately, one of the Ukos they trained—an alien who had supposedly been vetted at the highest levels—wasn’t actually interested in protecting his home planet. He was interested in killing legionnaires. In scoring one for the revolutionary guard. And so when Subs turned his back on that alien, mere moments after giving thirty Uko commandos instructions on how to fire a fully automatic blaster rifle, the traitor in the ranks used that leej-acquired knowledge, along with the Republic-supplied weapon, to fill Subs’s back with blaster bolts.

			Subs’s partner, who was watching Subs’s back even as the rifle was raised, dropped the Uko an instant after the betrayal had started. But not before what was done was done. 

			Subs didn’t blame his buddy. That’s how life went sometimes.

			What followed were hours of surgery and months of rehab, only to be told at the end of it all that his time as a legionnaire was finished. Subs was medically unfit for combat—and in Dark Ops… fighting was expected.

			That didn’t sit well with Subs’s commanding officer, who passed his concern up the chain of command. And each time Subs’s case reached the next level, it didn’t sit well there, either. 

			Once it reached the sector Legion commander’s desk, arrangements were made. Subs was less than a year away from retirement, and it was decided that he would wind out those last few months in the Legion, until his Republic pension activated. No combat, of course—someplace out of the way of all that. And yet, someplace close enough to the fight that he’d get over the threshold required by the House of Reason for time served in war zones. Which meant a bigger pension, something that would make civilian life just a little bit easier.

			Because, as far as the men running the Legion were concerned, a man like Subs deserved that much. And if the Legion wouldn’t take care of him, then who would? 

			It really was a beautiful thing.

			But if Subs had known that it meant being stuck in a sweltering Republic Army forward supply base, one that smelled constantly of urine and jungle rot, he probably would have told his CO to frag off.

			As it was, he’d thanked the man profusely, and now here he was, out of uniform, sitting on the edge of a rifle pit that had been dug out along the base’s perimeter, his legs dangling into the foxhole.

			He looked out past the mile-wide zone of cleared trees—the jungle was struggling to regrow in between defoliation drops—and into the swaying tree line beyond. Just passing the time.

			The kids were out there. In the jungle. A bunch of fresh-faced basics patrolling in a part of Psydon where dying wasn’t so common. Which was why Subs was there, too. They didn’t want him to die, not after pulling all the strings needed to keep him in.

			He’d taught the basics how to do what they did better. Partly because he had nothing else to do, but also because he’d grown attached to them, and he wanted them to come back from their patrols in one piece. Since he couldn’t go out with them—he had explicit orders not to leave the wire—teaching them was all he could do. So he told them all the things that their R-A drill instructor left out. Showed them how to move through the jungle quieter, quicker… deadlier. 

			Sometimes they went out and returned just fine, and he was proud of them. Told them they were learning how to KTF, and that the doros would tuck tail and run if they ever made the mistake of mixing it up with them.

			Other times those boys and girls would come back, but not whole. The patrol would return with the medical bot pulling a stretcher behind it. Sometimes with a dead basic… sometimes with a basic whose life had just been changed forever. And on those days, he wondered if he could have prevented that if they’d let him go out with them.

			He thought so.

			He was waiting for the platoon to return. Smoking a cigarette and looking through a haze of blue smoke for that first basic to emerge from the thick jungle. But Psydon’s tropical sun was waiting out there with him, and its heat was oppressive against his leathery tanned neck.

			Subs took a final drag of the cigarette and flicked the butt into the rifle pit. He watched the red glow of the cig wink down there in the shadows and decided that it might not be so bad to wait awhile in the shade the pit provided. But as he looked down, he saw something else. A glimpse of his stomach, visible past the marine-style flak jacket he wore open. 

			It was the first time since he’d been a young boy that he couldn’t see any abdominal muscles. He wasn’t fat, not by any stretch; even at thirty-eight, his body was better than those of the basic teenagers running around on behalf of the army. But there was no denying the fact that life on the firebase wasn’t doing him any favors. Without other leejes to push him, without those long, grueling operations that were achieved through tenacity, heart, and determination… he’d grown soft. At least a little. 

			And a little was too much.

			He could get fat when he officially retired. Until then, it was time to kick his own ass.

			Subs slapped his stomach. There wasn’t enough fat there to ripple. “Sit-ups, Sergeant Major Boyd. Sit-ups.”

			Sergeant Major Boyd. 

			That was another thing about being stationed alone on an army base. In the Legion, he’d been given the call sign Razor because of his penchant for shaving the entirety of his hair and eyebrows with an old-fashioned straight razor. It made him feel clean and cool inside his bucket. Then in Dark Ops, he got the nickname Subs because he seemed able to fill in for any job on the team that needed doing. And he did it well.

			But here… everyone referred to him as Sergeant Major Boyd. And now he was calling himself Sergeant Major Boyd. But he was Subs. He was Dark Ops.

			Sergeant Major Boyd was what they would refer to him as during processing when he retired in three months. But he couldn’t be a Sergeant Major Boyd—not yet. Not while he was Dark Ops.

			At the noise of an incoming SLIC, Subs looked up from his perch at the top of the foxhole. The aircraft flew directly overhead, making for the firebase’s only landing pad. He looked back to the jungle one more time. Still no sign of the kids returning. His kids, as he’d begun to think of them.

			“Guess I’m staying out in the sun,” Subs said to himself as he stood up and dusted off his hands, not at all looking forward to the long walk in the harsh sun to reach the landing pad. But… maybe he could be of use. There was no reason for anyone to make a stop here, at Firebase Hitchcock, unless it was an emergency.

			After a few steps he decided to jog, heat be damned. Then he decided to sprint. 

			Blame it on his disappearing abs.

			* * *

			When Subs got within five hundred meters of the landing pad, he decided to slow his pace so as not to be huffing and puffing on arrival. The SLIC’s two pilots were already out of the craft, stretching, while maintenance bots rolled around the vehicle. There was no sign of the door gunner, which meant the poor marine had probably been shot while ferrying troops somewhere in the Psydonian jungle. 

			Subs looked around, wondering what was taking the medics so long to reach the craft. He quickened his pace, again hoping that he could be of some use. He’d been trained as a medic while in Dark Ops. At least at a rudimentary level. They all had.

			But as he drew near, something about the pilots threw up a flag. Their demeanor, the way they held themselves… it seemed off. And then the door gunner appeared from the other side of the SLIC, emerging from beneath the vehicle’s shadow. He walked over to his crewmembers and began speaking to them, swinging his arms behind his back and then forward in an exaggerated clapping motion.

			His mind still on injury and triage, Subs thought that if the door gunner wasn’t wounded, that only meant some kid was on board, all shot to hell from a trip into the jungle, and needing immediate medical attention. Even a small forwarding operating base like Hitchcock had enough stasis bubbles and med bots to at least keep a soldier from dying until they could get further treatment. They might end up a cyborg if regenerative medicine couldn’t be applied right away, but at least they wouldn’t die. 

			Yeah, some wounded legionnaire or marine probably explained the SLIC’s arrival from the jungle. As for the flight crew’s casual demeanor… maybe they’d simply gotten used to the sight of young Republic citizens with missing limbs or holes burned into their bodies. Psydon was that kind of war. And while Subs wasn’t crazy about the featherheads being so cavalier, he didn’t begrudge them their behavior. You had to do what you had to do just to deal with it all. And they’d done what they could in getting their SLIC down onto the landing pad. 

			Subs sprinted the remaining distance. The heat beat down on him from above as he moved, then greeted him from the ground up once his feet landed on the hot duracrete pad. 

			It felt good. Doing something. Running. Getting shot and a year’s worth of rehab made you grateful for movement.

			Subs reminded himself not to take it for granted. There would be a time when he could run no longer. 

			He slowed to a stop, breaching the flight crew’s bubble of conversation. They’d been watching him sprint toward him, looking confused as if trying to figure out what was so important.

			“How many wounded?” Subs asked, pleased with how little winded he was. “What’s taking the med team so long?”

			“Cool your thrusters, Leej,” said one of the pilots, friendly enough.

			Subs had no idea how they took him for a legionnaire. His jungle camo pants were standard for the Republic soldiers on Psydon, and his open vest was marine-issue. Subs looked down, remembering his open vest and the large Legion crest tattoo on his midsection, the hilt of the blade at his chest and the blade running down to his navel. Yeah, that was a pretty good giveaway.

			“No wounded here,” added the other pilot, a handsome man with a movie-star smile. “If there were, you’d see us doing everything we could to keep ’em alive—with or without a med team present.”

			Subs nodded, relieved to hear that—happy that he’d misread the pilots and their gunner as men too jaded to care any longer. But he still didn’t understand why they were landing on this firebase that no one visited unless ordered to.

			He examined the SLIC. It wasn’t fitted for med duty, but it was stocked with a payload of missiles—not a full attack bird, so probably a craft outfitted to insert troops rather than a full-on gunship. There was no visible damage to the craft suggesting she needed to make an emergency landing, nor was there any trail of fluids or smoke suggesting a technical problem. But maybe the jungle humidity had simply taken its toll. There were sensitive pieces of technology on board that may as well have been magic to an old legionnaire like Subs. And maybe the pilots simply got too nervous to keep going without getting on the deck to see what the matter was.

			Evidently, the crew picked up on Subs’s confusion. That, or his examining stares.

			“We’re just stopping to refuel is all, Sergeant Major,” offered the crew chief. 

			Refuel? That was… odd. Subs had been inserted by SLIC countless times, and while he couldn’t spout off the exact fuel capacity nor the precise number of miles a skilled pilot could coax out of the craft, he’d developed something of a gut feeling for how long a SLIC could stay in the air before going down. He’d been on ops requiring a stopover for refueling. He’d been on ops where the SLIC could no longer run on fuels and was forced down. He knew how far and how long a SLIC could go on a round trip, and how long it could hover on overwatch before having to break and return to base. And for this crew to have to land here of all places suggested that they were a long way from home.

			The only thing Subs could think of was that the crew had done an insertion much deeper in the jungle that what he was aware was authorized. It was possible they’d been holding an overwatch position to pull security over the firebases in the region, but that was a pretty thin explanation. The big ships in orbit had taken over responsibility for keeping an eye on the battlefield after the doros started to get adept at shooting up SLICs. 

			“Where did you take off from?” Subs asked.

			The pilot with the movie-star smile tried to dismiss the question out of hand. “Can’t really say, Leej. Classified.”

			Subs smiled back, hoping to express his amusement at the flight crew. He pointed to the identification chip tucked beneath his skin where sternum met collarbone. His meat tag—a backup identifier just in case he was removed from his armor and killed. “See, I’m Dark Ops. And that means there is nothing that the regular Legion does that I can’t know, too.”

			The three crewmen looked from one to another as if playing hot potato over who would answer the man who’d just revealed himself to be a highly skilled Legion-trained operator standing in their midst. The two pilots stuck together, staring at the crew chief expectantly, though they were officers and he an enlisted man. 

			The crew chief just shrugged. “Hell, don’t look at me. Tell ’im.”

			The movie-star pilot, pearly white smile and thick black hair—the kind you’d expect to see flying space fighter in one of the entertainments—gave Subs a charming, easy grin. “So it’s like this. Some leej major comes to the hangar and sees that we’re not on the duty roster.”

			“Off day,” chimes in the co-pilot.

			“Off day. So anyway, he orders us to fly him and a team of marines out behind the doro lines. Deep.”

			“How deep?” asked Subs.

			The pilot’s smile broadened, as though he was particularly proud of the answer he was about to give. “The deepest I’ve heard. All the way back past the Cuchin Valley.”

			Subs looked down, processing this information. The Cuchin Valley was well beyond the edge of any mission he’d heard of. Even the Dark Ops raids in search of those infernally evasive artillery batteries hadn’t gone so deep. Or… so Subs had heard from the sidelines. This SLIC had gone a full thirty kilometers beyond the deepest probe the Republic had managed. 

			“Was this major leading a Dark Ops operation?” Dark Ops was the only answer that made sense to Subs. Only his brothers in the black armor would be crazy and capable enough to try such a thing. 

			“No,” answered the co-pilot, shaking his head congenially. He was a slight man with a mid-core accent. “The major was regular Legion. Same armor as the rest of the legionnaires. And then… the marines.”

			Something was up. A single legionnaire and a SLIC full of marines heading out deep behind enemy lines for who knows what. Highly developed warning bells were ringing.

			“Did they say what the mission was?” Subs asked, making clear with his tone that he was being very serious.

			The three-man flight crew shifted uncomfortably, clearly not liking the direction this once-pleasant conversation was heading. 

			“No,” said the co-pilot.

			“Is there anything else you can tell me about them? It was just a single legionnaire major and a squad of marines?”

			The pilot with the movie-star smile looked nervously at his co-pilot and gunner for a second. “Yeah. I mean… that’s all I saw.”

			“Me too,” confirmed the co-pilot.

			The door gunner pressed his lips into a tight smile, his pencil-thin mustache almost disappearing inside his mouth. “No, there was one other guy.”

			The two pilots looked to their gunner as if this was news to them.

			“Yeah,” said the gunner, talking to his pilots more than to Subs. “But he wasn’t dressed for battle. Just Legion fatigues. No armor… or helmet for that matter. He had a blaster rifle and a ruck, but that was about it.” The gunner pointed to the pilots, snapping his fingers as if helping them recall. “He was the reason we touched down again before we went out over the jungle.”

			“Oh,” said the pilot. “Yeah, the major said it was part of his final preparations. I didn’t realize he’d brought someone back on board with him.”

			The gunner nodded.

			“You guys are sure of this?” Subs asked. Sweat rolled down his back, adding to the swamp inside his pants.

			A trio of nods answered.

			“Nether Ops,” Subs said, to himself mostly. “I’m guessing your last-minute rider was Nether Ops.”

			That piece of information didn’t seem to sit well with the flight crew. In fact, Subs had probably just rocked their world by confirming that Nether Ops, which at best was a shadowy dirty whisper that reached them as scuttlebutt among pilots, had now been confirmed by someone who would know. 

			“Is that bad?” the co-pilot asked.

			Subs shrugged. “For the legionnaire and the marines, probably.”

			Subs had never actually worked firsthand with Nether Ops. He knew they existed to serve the House of Reason, designed to be the equal of Dark Ops, only under the heel of the politicians. The contention among those who’d retired before he had his papers in the queue was that the House of Reason got a real hard-on for their own deep cover state agency of killers once General Rex refused some mission they’d wanted executed. 

			The old man got offed for his trouble. Or disappeared. It depended on whom you talked to. 

			But it wasn’t unheard of for Nether Ops to do joint operations with Dark Ops. And it also wasn’t all that uncommon for marines and legionnaires to be under joint-force missions under the command of the Legion Special Operations Command. 

			Subs considered all this. He was still a part of the inner circle of Dark Ops, but this wasn’t his business. He was only on Psydon because his commanders wanted to do him a good turn. He needed to trust that they knew what they were doing, and let it go. 

			He smiled, feeling his sunglasses slide on his cheeks from the constant humidity and perspiration. “You know what, guys? Forget I said anything.”

			The pilot with the megawatt smile held up his hands in a defensive manner. “Whoa. Dark Ops, listen: we were all just following—”

			The pilot was interrupted by the arrival of a Republic Army maintenance tech and two bots. Subs knew the kid was surly and lazy. He didn’t like him.

			Unkempt, with a gut and a stained uniform—and not grease stains, more like some kind of powdery confection—the tech paid no mind to the men standing in conversation. The two bots, both a meter tall and on tracks with manipulative claws, stood by as if waiting for orders.

			“Well, there it is!” shouted the maintenance tech, kicking one of the bots in its side and causing a hollow-sounding gong. “Hurry up and get going so we can get back into the shade, you dummies.”

			The bots rolled forward and began to remove the SLIC’s fueling covers.

			The tech looked at the pilots through one squinting eye, the other shut tight against the sun. “Won’t be long. Maybe five minutes. There’s a flight lounge out of the sun where you can wait if you want.”

			He pointed to a shanty-like building with an overhanging roof and three walls that only kept about twenty percent of the interior shaded thanks to the direction of the sun. 

			“That’s fine, thanks,” said the co-pilot through gritted teeth. 

			The tech shrugged and left, apparently counting on his bots to finish the job without his supervision.

			It was clear to Subs that the crew was concerned with being in hot water. Which wasn’t at all the case. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t maybe use that fear to get a little more information. He knew he should let it go… but it wouldn’t rest well with him during the heated nighttime hours while he lay sweating in his hooch.

			“So about this insertion,” Subs began.

			“We’re not in trouble, are we, sir?” the pilot asked. 

			That was rich. Subs was being called “sir,” in spite of being an NCO, all because of his Dark Ops mystique. He didn’t mind it, though. Didn’t correct them either.

			“No. You’re not in trouble.”

			“Because again, we were following orders. The major said—”

			“Yeah, I get it,” Subs said. “What was the major’s name?”

			“Uh…” the pilot looked up, trying to remember.

			“Berlin!” supplied the crew gunner.

			“Major Berlin. How many other SLICs went in with you?”

			“Just us.”

			“Just you. When’s the exfil?”

			“He said to come back to the same spot in forty-eight hours.”

			Curiouser and curiouser. Out there, way behind the lines… it didn’t make sense. That’s not how Dark Ops would do it. They wouldn’t double back upon finishing an objective and be picked up at the same place they were dropped off. The only time anyone used the same LZ was when the exfil vehicle was waiting for them to do their business right then and there.

			Subs sighed.

			This needed to be looked into.

			“Okay, guys,” he said, shaking each man’s hand. “You’ve been a big help. Make the pickup as ordered, but I want you to stop in and ask to see me on the way out. I may need to come along.”

			He turned to see about finding a Republic Army building with some air conditioning. The comm room was usually cool… when the parts were working.

			“Wait!” called one of the pilots. “Who do we ask for?”

			Subs turned back, not breaking stride. “Me. I’m the only Dark Ops on this base. They’ll know.”
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			Wash held his blaster at the low ready as he took a turn leading the column of marines through the thick wild jungles. A howl that sounded every fifteen to twenty minutes and seemed to consist of a guttural roar and warning hiss pierced the air, causing all other animal life teeming within the jungle to hush into sudden silence.

			“There it is again.” Berlin had been more occupied with the source of that predatory howl than with navigating through the jungle itself, often stumbling and steadying himself against tree trunks to stop and listen for it.

			One by one, the animals of the jungle added their voices, until the jungle again was filled with a cacophony of sound.

			“Probably a dreex,” Wash said, ducking beneath a leafy palm, looking for signs of doros. It wasn’t uncommon for the dog-men to lay traps in the jungle, but that was usually closer to the Republic’s bases, or the trails favored by the marines and basics. Wash, by contrast, was blazing a trail straight through solid jungle, legionnaire-style.

			“How could you possibly know that?” asked Berlin.

			“I actually read the flora and fauna manuals.” The Legion had provided the electronic booklets to all soldiers, to let them know what was on the planet that could kill them—other than the doros. “Biggest land-based predator on Psydon.”

			“That’s cheerful to hear.”

			Wash smiled. “Don’t worry. Biggest doesn’t mean that it’s colossal—it’s all relative. The doobers back home could eat these like snacks.”

			“A doober could eat us both in one bite. That doesn’t help me, Wash.”

			“It’s probably only a threat if it can corner you without your blaster rifle ready.”

			Berlin gripped his weapon at the words.

			Sergeant Shotton broke through the palm leaves Wash and Berlin had just passed through, catching up. “You talkin’ ’bout the dreex?”

			“Yup,” Wash said.

			“Ain’t no thing. We ran into one last month. They can’t stand up to a single rifle, let alone a patrol-ful. They’re drawn by blood—probably our friend Tierney. She’s soaked in it.”

			“Well,” said Berlin, “I guess that means we’re safe tonight. Might want to have someone guard her, though.”

			Wash nodded appreciatively at his friend’s remark. It wasn’t exactly selfless, but he was at least thinking of others. He wondered if Berlin would use this encounter during his political campaign tours. He was poised to tell quite a tale—the battle at the doro outpost where he singlehandedly killed ten doro insurgents… His leading the party through pristine jungle wilderness as a bloodthirsty predator stalked them for kilometers… 

			Wash chuckled to himself. Hell, that would get my vote.

			“Who’s coming up behind you, Sergeant?” Wash asked, realizing it had been too long since they’d had the chance to speak. They needed to figure out how they were going to get out of the jungle.

			“Haulman,” answered Shotton.

			“I want him on point so we three can have a talk.”

			Shotton gave a whistle that blended in well enough with the jungle sounds, and soon Haulman was up. “Take point,” Shotton said. “We’re talking.”

			“What do we need to talk about?” asked Berlin.

			“How we’re going to get out of this jungle,” said Wash.

			Shotton grunted his agreement. 

			“But you’re the major,” Wash said to his friend. “You can stay with us and have a chat, or you can keep your ears open for the dreex.”

			Berlin shrugged and joined Wash and Shotton as they moved back along the column, Shotton giving instructions to each marine they passed on how they could better button up and meet marine standards.

			“The way I see it,” Shotton said in between soldiers, “we keep moving, staying ahead of any doros, until we get to friendly lines. That’s a long hike through this jungle, but I think it’s our best move. Maybe as we get closer, we’ll be able to reach ’em on comms and find a place for a SLIC to pick us up.”

			Wash nodded. “Trouble is, unless we find an unmapped clearing on the way, it’s all treetops. SLICs won’t be able to get down low enough to pick us up.”

			“I could’ve told you that,” Berlin chimed in. “That’s why I picked the clearing we landed in. It’s the only place SLICs can touch down beyond Poro-Poro Peak and the valley—and the doros have that valley locked in for artillery fire.”

			The conversation halted, as did the three men, as they reached the corpsman who was keeping close to Tierney. 

			“How you doing, Private?” Wash asked.

			Tierney managed a plucky smile that did little to hide the obvious pain she was in. “I’ve been better.”

			“She’ll be okay as long as we don’t set a pace much faster than this,” Corpsman Hellix supplied.

			“We’ve got lots of time,” Berlin said casually. He clapped the former POW on the shoulder. “So take it easy and we’ll get you to a field hospital. Soon you’ll be back on your feet and into the fight in no time.”

			Tierney didn’t look enthusiastic about that. “Thank you, Major.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			“There was something I wanted to speak with you about.”

			Berlin removed his helmet and flashed the smile that would win him a seat in the House of Reason someday. “By all means. What is it?”

			“Were you all… looking for us?”

			Berlin looked sheepishly from Shotton to Wash. Both men only shrugged.

			“Well…” Berlin said, “not exactly. But once we found you, there was no way we were going to leave you. Sorry about… about the others.”

			Tierney nodded. “You were coming for the artillery?”

			Shotton raised an eyebrow.

			“I really can’t say…” began Berlin.

			“I really can’t believe I’m about to say this,” Tierney said, looking at the jungle floor as she spoke. “But I feel I owe it to the Republic and to the ones who—well, so they didn’t have to die for nothing.” The woman sucked in a deep breath, as though she were about to take a jump off the high dive and was afraid of heights. “Okay, here goes. The artillery is close. Real close. It was right down that road leading out of the camp… maybe ten kilometers.”

			“That kind of information would have been useful earlier, soldier,” scolded Shotton.

			“I know that, sir. I… I just have been using this time to build up my courage. I don’t want to go back.” Tears welled in her eyes. “But we have to, don’t we?”

			Wash wasn’t so sure. If they were all in the vicinity, they could still return to a firebase and call in the location. If the bombs came quick enough, surely the Legion would get ’em. 

			He was surprised when Berlin gave his opinion. “Absolutely. Take us there.”

			* * *

			“They would transfer us here for interrogations and then back to camp,” Tierney said to Wash and Berlin as they looked at the distant platforms through their macros. “Usually they don’t move, but when they do—they make a lot of noise.”

			The doros’ mobile artillery platforms weren’t just hidden by the jungle—they were the jungle. The front of the platforms contained something like a beveled plow blade that scooped up the jungle—trees and all—and carried it over the top of the platform, its big guns retracting when something too big got in its way. It was like the artillery platforms were burrowing beneath the surface of the jungle, and as it moved, what it had dug up was planted back behind it. The platforms were slow and noisy—they could be heard from three kilometers out—but they moved through the jungle without a chance of being spotted from watching ships orbiting above.

			“That’s an engineering marvel,” said Berlin. “I would never have guessed the doros were capable.”

			“I don’t think they are,” said Wash, no less impressed by what he saw.

			Sergeant Shotton dropped his head behind a toadstool-infested log. “Whether they are or aren’t, we didn’t pack near enough explosives to stop even one of those things. So if taking them out is still our primary objective… I’m telling you our little recon team can’t get it done.”

			“I thought you said your team was capable of operating as sappers,” said a crestfallen Berlin.

			Shotton stared blankly at the major, but his tone bore no insubordination, just an NCO telling it like it is and letting the chips fall where they may. “Yeah. For stationary pieces or the kinds of guns towed by trucks. Not for something like this.”

			“Okay, so what do we do?” asked Berlin. “We can’t just do nothing.”

			“No, we can’t,” Wash agreed. “Our priority now has to be getting the location of these guns to Legion command.”

			“That means marching back to base,” said Shotton. “Guns might’ve disappeared by then. Not that they look like fast movers.”

			“I agree,” said Wash, taking Berlin’s wrist to bring up his hard-mounted display map. “Figure a two-day march back to our firebase.”

			“At least. Remember, we’re bringing along wounded.”

			Tierney shut her eyes and looked down.

			“I think she’ll hold up fine,” Wash said. “Two days’ march to get to a place where we can pass the info along.”

			“Or we can wait two days for the SLIC to come back where I told them to,” Berlin suggested.

			Wash ignored his friend’s comment. “But if we move to Poro-Poro, we should be able to do an all-hail comm relay and get heard from somewhere by someone.”

			“What’s an all-hail?” asked Berlin. 

			It was something that Berlin should absolutely have known. It was covered in his Legion training. Covered again during patrol protocols upon arrival on Psydon. In fact, it was common knowledge for anyone holding the rank of private and above. The only ones on Psydon who didn’t know were probably the points.

			“It’s our best chance of getting out of here and getting these guns wrecked,” Wash said. 

			Shotton nodded once. “Yeah… unless we stumble on some kind of secret Dark Ops base, that’s our best option.”

			“Dark Ops would probably kill us before we could get too close.”

			Berlin drummed his fingers on a mushroom.

			“Careful,” warned Wash. “That’s poisonous.”

			Quickly removing his hand, Berlin said, “Okay, but why don’t we simply wait at the landing zone for a couple days?”

			Sergeant Shotton showed remarkable cool in giving Berlin an answer. He had to know by now that he was dealing with an appointed officer who knew next to nothing, but Berlin had fought earlier. And clearly that meant something.

			“We have to assume, sir, that the dog-men are already out looking for us over there.” Shotton inclined his head to Wash. “Is Poro-Poro high enough for something like that?”

			Wash tapped his finger on the display. “It only shows a rise in elevation. The southeast slope is about forty clicks from us. But seeing as how this map was probably made from a satellite flyover with the usual jungle obfuscation, we aren’t really going to know until we get there.”

			“Obfuscation?” asked Shotton.

			“It means obscure or unclear,” said Berlin.

			Shotton shook his head. “Glad they had time for vocabulary lessons at the Academy.”

			Wash and Berlin smiled as the artillery platforms continued their slow, rumbling progress through the jungle.

			“That’s a long march just to be disappointed,” Tierney said.

			“Especially with the jungles and doros,” said another voice.

			Wash turned to see that Parker, the sniper, had sidled into their midst. He stared at them with his pale eyes and said, “Looks like a foot patrol is headed up in our direction. So we either need to prepare to put them down, or we need to disappear before they get here.”

			Shotton looked to the officers.

			Wash nodded. “We’ve got what we can from this place. Let’s move out.”
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			Wash and the marines had traveled twenty kilometers before Corpsman Hellix told them they had to stop. Tierney could go no farther. Not without taking a long break.

			Denturo was nearby when the word came in. “That’s just great. We save her life and she repays us by getting everyone killed. I say leave her.”

			“We’re not leaving her,” Wash said, looking up to the darkening jungle canopy. Night was coming soon, and with the number of depressions, logs, and massive tree trunks around them, it was as good a place as any to rest. “Sergeant Shotton, let’s find some high ground and wait the night out.”

			“Yes, sir.” Shotton began stirring his marines up like a kid kicking over an anthill.

			“Thank you, sir,” whispered Corpsman Hellix before leaving to return to his patient.

			Wash nodded. He wanted to sit down—he felt the day’s fatigue all the way down to his bones—but he couldn’t. Not until the marines, the enlisted men, were off their feet first. He looked over to Berlin, who had practically collapsed on a bed of moss at the base of a vine-entangled tree.

			One of the artillery guns boomed in the distance.

			The doros were firing with the fall of night. 

			As tough as things might be for Wash and the recon marines after a day of fighting, marching, constantly watching for doro traps, and contending with the jungle, things were even harder for the frontline legionnaires and marines right now, as heavy metal rained down on them from the night. They would be ducking in rifle pits and foxholes waiting for the barrage to end, knowing that the moment it did they’d probably be swarmed by waves of yipping doros emerging from the jungle to give them hell all night long. Fighting hard to get into the pits and make it up close and personal with knives and gnashing teeth. The doros were willing to spend lives in bulk to get close enough to stick a knife in a legionnaire.

			It had been that way for months. When the Republic began showing in force to deal with the Psydon rebellion, things had started off well. Spaceports were taken on day one. Major cities fell as the Legion battled its way across the planet. But then the doros fell back into the jungle, and there, amid the creepy-crawlies, they were able to do a number on the Legion with a combination of hit-and-fade guerrilla warfare and those ever-hidden field guns. 

			Legion recon had been looking as deep into the jungle as they dared—some never returning. And here Wash, an appointed officer, the last person the Legion would want in this situation… he knew where the guns were located.

			He only needed to make sure they got back to tell someone about it.

			“Lieutenant Washam?”

			Wash looked up, hoping that his name hadn’t been called more than once while he was lost in his thoughts.

			“Yes, Private Haulman?”

			“Sarge has us set up with shifts covered. Says you and the major should try and sleep through the night if you can. We’ve got this, sir.”

			Wash smiled. “Thanks. But I’ll at least take last watch. Send someone to wake me up.”

			“Yes, sir.” Haulman disappeared into the jungle, but not before adding, “Watch out for those big cats, sir.”

			His feet heavy, Wash walked over to where Berlin was lying at the base of the tree. The major looked as though he was already asleep. Not wanting to wake his friend, Wash settled down quietly.

			It felt good to be sitting. His back and feet rewarded him by hurting slightly less than they had a moment before.

			He thought he would fall right asleep, but he found himself wondering just what it was that had had him so amped up to go out and experience war firsthand that he’d left his post.

			Fortune and glory.

			Heartbreakers and life-takers.

			That was supposed to be the life of a legionnaire. Was missing that opportunity what had made Wash do it? And would it really have been so bad to have never fired a shot in anger?

			He imagined most of the other appointed officers would’ve been fine never coming up against the doros.

			But not him.

			He was a real leej. 

			Wash looked over at Berlin. His friend was pretty damn close to the same, in his mind. He’d killed doros, acted bravely in combat. They were the two best points in the Legion. For whatever that was worth.

			Wash was thankful for his friend. More than that, he was proud of him. Because even though Berlin wasn’t worthy of being an officer of the Legion, not by any stretch, he’d done better than any of his appointed colleagues—any civilian—could ever have hoped to in the situation. And the Legion was lucky to have him. Berlin could have stayed home. Rich and living easy. But he signed up. Came here. He was a good man.

			Sleep was still a ways off, but close enough to whisper to Wash about the coming of dreams. His thoughts shifted as they so often do in those moments before slumber.

			He thought of his family back on Spilursa.

			Mom and Dad.

			He hadn’t thought much about them since he’d joined the Legion. He hadn’t written home while undertaking Legion training. He didn’t long for a home-cooked meal; his mother never cooked anyway. That’s what servants were for. And real servants, not bots. Anyone could invest in a bot, but employing real, organic beings to do your bidding… that was wealth. That was status. And Wash’s family had it in spades.

			Wash didn’t know why his family was now in his thoughts. He wondered obliquely what they might say about the events that had occurred this day. Not that he needed their approval, or had any illusions about receiving it. They’d made their thoughts about him joining the Legion quite clear on the day that he and Berlin were told that they were House of Reason Delegate Roman Horkoshino’s selections.

			Mr. and Mrs. Washam were more than unhappy at their only son going down such a vulgar path. It was all fine and well for the Berlins to send their eldest off to war—that family had always been something less stately than the Washams, in Wash’s parents’ minds. The Berlins were actually richer, by far, but theirs was a newer wealth—one that could only be traced back a mere handful of generations. Wash’s family had landed on Spilursa centuries before, during the Great Migration. They’d built a fortune from the ground up. A fortune that had withstood the test of time. Starting out with noble occupations and cultivating the natural resources of their planet so it could develop to its rightful spot as one of the shining jewels of the galactic core.

			Good, honest money. 

			Not like those Berlins, who had more money than they could possibly need, money that was obtained in the lowest of ways. Everyone knew a galactic-wide shipping company was only a couple of steps above outright piracy. 

			Wash found it all funny. He and Berlin. Their parents. Everyone was a case study in opposites. Wash wanted the Legion’s glory. Berlin wanted the House of Reason’s power. Wash’s parents wanted political power for their son. Berlin’s wanted their son to give back to a Republic—and a Legion—that had been so good to them.

			“If you want a career in politics,” Wash’s father had lectured him when word of his appointment came out, “then you need to follow in your older brother’s footsteps. Find a nice neighborhood on the cusp of a major housing boom. One of the hip districts that used to keep the lower types sheltered. The sort of locale that’s attractive to all the young people who want to play at being urbane and sophisticated.”

			Wash smiled at the memory of his starched father using words like “hip.” 

			Wash hadn’t told his parents—or anyone, other than Berlin—that he’d applied to be an appointed officer. They didn’t learn the news until after he was chosen. And even then, Wash’s father assumed it was all merely an angle for him to move up politically. A foolish angle.

			“Make yourself a community activist,” Wash’s father had said. “Get a name for yourself. Live in the biggest house on the block. It’ll still be affordable when you move in, and you’ll be doing just fine when you sell it later and move to the capital after the district elects you for local office. It’s that simple. Just repeat until you climb each rung. Make the right friends, say the right things, and then you get a shot at the House of Reason. That’s the respectable way to go about this. Not running off to join the damn Legion like some kind of testosterone-fueled trigger monkey.”

			Wash’s mother was no less disapproving, but for different reasons. “I don’t care if the House places you in protected roles. The Legion is always fighting. Always getting shot at. I don’t want to see my little boy blown to pieces.”

			Wash smiled at this too. The risk of being blown to pieces while fighting with those testosterone-fueled trigger monkeys was the only reason Wash had taken the opportunity. It was the only thing that could have moved him to absorb the scandal of walking out on his family and joining the Legion Academy.

			Because the Legion was different. The army, and to a lesser extent the marines—the navy especially—had all had appointed officers for some time. And those were viewed as respectable paths to power. They were part of an established gentry. But the Legion… that was an unruly and completely different animal. If anything resembling a well-groomed officer class was to come from the Legion, it would be viewed as a shock by many in the core.

			“Hey, Berlin,” Wash said in a whisper, venturing to see whether his friend was sleeping lightly enough to wake up. 

			Wash felt like talking.

			He wanted to know how Berlin felt his parents would handle what had happened today. The Berlins had been thrilled when their son was accepted as an appointed Legion officer. Though Berlin’s father didn’t serve—not beyond lending several of his ships to the Legion for combat refitting during the end of the Savage Wars—the rest of the family, from grandfather to several great-grandfathers, had all served. Some even as legionnaires.

			“Yeah, Wash?”

			“What do you think your parents would say about today?”

			Berlin didn’t stir, he just spoke. “Wash… they’d be so proud.”

			Wash smiled.

			“How ’bout yours?” Berlin asked, his voice distant, as though he wasn’t quite awake. But he was doing his best.

			“They’d never forgive me.”

			Berlin laughed. “That’s probably true.”

			Wash waited a long moment before asking his friend, “Do you think… Do you think your parents would be proud of me too?”

			Berlin’s only answer was a light snore.

			Wash realized that he was growing melancholy, which led to thoughts of loss and death. He’d seen no shortage of that today. And what about him? Would he soon face the unimaginable… the hereafter? What could be worse than if there simply was no more life?

			You can die out here, Wash. Easily.

			And…

			Do everything as though your life depends on it.

			Wash didn’t want to die. And yet… he was out here to kill. To make sure that life stopped living.

			But those were just doros. And if they didn’t want it, they shouldn’t have started it. Wash was only killing those who wanted to kill him first.

			His eyelids tugged at him, and he felt the heavy promise of the rapture of sleep. It was probably a good idea to doze off. He didn’t want to spend the next several hours in a steamy distant jungle lying wide awake and thinking about his own inevitable death.

			He hoped it would be quick. His death. That it would just… happen before he had a chance to know it was about to occur. Because that was the worst part. Knowing it was coming.

			Probably why we all try to drive the thought far from our minds, Wash. 

			Truth be told, it was a big part of why he’d signed up for the opportunity to serve the Legion. It was why he’d gone through the grueling trials of Legion training instead of taking a pass. 

			He would die someday, and some complex and quiet part of him wanted to live so seriously and so dangerously that when that day came, he would feel like he had cheated death long enough. Like his dying was part of the bargain. Like it was only fair to the rest of the galaxy that a man who had lived so hard and so fast should finally catch up to the rest of the lost souls.

			That fight today… It was exactly what Wash wanted to do for the rest of his life. It was what he hoped he would die doing. He hoped he would die fighting. 

			He hoped he would die a legionnaire.

			* * *

			Wash woke up to the sound of the sniper hissing his name. “Lieutenant Washam.”

			Though Wash’s eyes opened, they still felt thick with sleep. His tongue didn’t feel fully functional. He didn’t trust himself to modulate the volume of his own voice. He reached into his nostril, pinched his fingers around some nose hairs, and yanked them out violently for the sudden waking jolt it brought about. “Time for my watch?” he asked. 

			“No,” the marine answered urgently. “Dobies.” 
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			Wash jumped to his feet, rifle in hand, ready at that moment to engage in a firefight.

			But the sniper waved him down. “They’re not in the camp. But not far enough away, either. Saw ’em close enough that I know they’re tracking.”

			Of course they aren’t in the camp. You would have heard the blaster fire if it were otherwise, knucklehead, Wash yelled at himself.

			“Okay,” he said in a whisper, giving a slow, deliberate nod to let the sniper know that he understood the situation.

			“Sarge is asking me to go through and get you up first, then the others. He wants to see you.” In the sparse moonlight penetrating the jungle canopy, the sniper’s face was painted a ghostly blue, and his eyes looked like they had no color. 

			“I’ll wake up the major,” Wash said. “You go on ahead. Thanks, Marine.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Wash gently pushed on his friend’s shoulder. “Berlin,” he whispered urgently. “Buddy, wake up.”

			Berlin stirred, then faced Wash, blinking in the darkness. “It’s not morning.”

			“I know. A scout spotted the doros and they might be on our trail. We need to get up and be ready for whatever comes next.”

			The seriousness of this statement prompted Berlin to rise up, but the sleep wasn’t fully gone, and he did so clumsily, making quite a racket.

			“Shhh!” Wash put a finger to his lips. “Wake up all the way, then let’s go. We need to talk with Sergeant Shotton.”

			Berlin let out a yawn and stretched his arms as though he’d just woken up from his plush point bed in his special Legion quarters. His rank got him perks a first lieutenant didn’t see. “I was dreaming about my parents. Funny.”

			“I know. That’s because we were talking about them right before we went to sleep.”

			“We did?” said Berlin. “Huh. They’d be proud of us, Wash.”

			“I know.”

			The two points moved past bleary-eyed marines. It was evident that the sniper’s rousting had come much too quickly for all their tastes. Tierney, still accompanied by Corpsman Hellix, looked as though she’d need an injection of narco stims to ever get up again.

			They found Shotton quietly directing Denturo and a few other marines on where to set up. The men hastily and dutifully moved off to their positions as Wash and Berlin arrived.

			“Is it still too early to say good morning?” Wash asked the sergeant. He’d barely been asleep for an hour before Parker roused him. Dawn was still a long ways off.

			“Don’t know about the protocols in all that, but so far, things ain’t lookin’ very good.”

			“What’s the situation?”

			“Parker says a team of about eight dog-men are about a kilometer back that way.” Shotton hitched his thumb to point in the direction from which they’d marched. “Doros had their noses to the ground, so it’s a good bet they’re tracking us.”

			“Only eight?” Berlin said, sounding optimistic. “We can handle that many.”

			“We can handle a good deal more than eight,” the sergeant replied. “My concern is whether there aren’t more of ’em out there than what Parker saw.”

			“Either way,” Wash said, wanting to cut to the chase—there was no telling how much time they had before the doros arrived—“I take it we’re making a stand here?”

			Shotton nodded. “This is as good a spot as any if it comes down to it. Better than most, actually. We can execute an effective ambush on anyone who follows us into this little defilade. How’s that for fancy words, Academy?”

			Wash smiled. “Nicely done.”

			“But what if there are more than eight?” Berlin asked. “Can we hold back a division, if that’s what the doros throw at us?”

			The thought was ridiculous. Of course they couldn’t. But perhaps Wash’s friend was thinking of a platoon rather than a division. That would still be tough, but not nearly so impossible. 

			Rather than correct Berlin, Wash said, “If it comes down to fighting, we’ll know how many dog-men there are before too long. Let’s hope this is only a small scouting party and that the main force—if there is one—is still a good deal behind.”

			“So that’s the plan in action,” Shotton said, crossing his arms. “Unless either of you have a better one in mind.”

			Wash rubbed his chin. “I don’t see an alternative strategy to the one you’ve laid out, Sergeant. Where would the major and I be of the most use?”

			“I got my marines arranged in a little V-shaped flytrap. If the dog-men keep coming from the direction Parker saw them last, they’ll walk right into it. But if they decide to go around the long way… bad news. I want you set up to watch our flanks and rear.”

			“We can do that!” Berlin said eagerly. “And if we get the chance, we’ll open up on the doros as soon as we set eyes on them.” 

			Wash held out a staying hand. That was a perfect way to ruin an ambush. “Only if they approach from the direction we’re assigned to cover, Major. If they move into the ambush zone, it’s critical that we wait for the marines to take the shot.”

			“Yeah. Of course,” the major agreed. Only Berlin would be so affable in being corrected by a junior rank. And Wash loved him all the more for it.

			“All right,” Shotton growled, showing a certain relief in his eyes that the two appointed officers knew enough not to spoil the ambush. “Now it could be that they don’t actually have our scent. We’ve all got the funk of these mushrooms on us, and though the doros got better noses than us, they ain’t that much better. If that’s the case, I’d rather we sit tight and let them walk on by. If we can keep them guessing about where we actually are… that’s better’n dropping a few.”

			Wash hitched his rifle over his shoulder. “Agreed. If we can keep our whereabouts hidden, let’s do it. Berlin and I will go set up. KTF, Sergeant.”

			Shotton winked. “Ambush. That’s the idea.” 

			* * *

			It was Denturo who first opened fire, though he hardly had a choice in the matter. The dog-men had moved quietly into the kill zone, but not in a single file. Instead, they had fanned out, walking abreast of each other, sweeping through the jungle like an advancing line of infantry.

			There didn’t appear to be more than a dozen of them once they drew close enough to be viewed through the single optic starlight scopes the marines—and thanks to a friendly borrow, Wash—had attached to their helmets. Berlin, of course, had even better night vision in his Legion bucket. But without anyone to speak to over the L-comm, he was unable to communicate in the tense silence beyond elbowing Wash, pointing out new targets for him to spot.

			It was hard for Wash to keep his eyes on his own sector when the offending doro—the one that forced Denturo to fire—crept toward the ambush line. The dog-man moved so close to the big marine, lying flat on the jungle floor, buried beneath a layer of dried leaves and rainforest moss, that if Denturo hadn’t fired, the doro would have stepped right on him.

			Blaster fire erupted, lighting up the night and flashing in technicolor relief against the exotic plants of Psydon. Small creatures scurried into the underbrush as blaster bolts slammed into the doro trackers, catching them in a deadly field of converging fire. 

			The dog-men weren’t even afforded the chance to shoulder their blaster rifles, let alone return fire.

			“Cease fire!” shouted Sergeant Shotton.

			The call was picked up and repeated by marines in the ambush zone. The last blaster shot echoed its wayward report, sounding like a last bit of applause that had gone on just a little too long and was now awkward.

			“I said cease fire, dammit!” Shotton yelled. 

			The jungle seemed to hiss as smoke rose up from the torn and charred bodies of the destroyed trackers. Tree bark and leaves smoldered as the heat from the blaster bolts slowly extinguished.

			Everyone lay still for several moments. Listening. Straining their ears for some indicator of what to do next. Trying to determine whether more doros lay ahead, or if perhaps some dog-men had managed to avoid the ambush and were now scampering away in the jungle to acquire help. 

			But nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. Not even a groaning or whining among the dog-men who had been so thoroughly and ruthlessly cut down in the ambush. They were all stone dead.

			Still the marines waited, listening in the predawn darkness. 

			Wash looked over at his friend. The two legionnaires had done their duty. They had refrained from firing and had protected the marines from any flanking maneuvers. Wash was proud of the self-control Berlin had shown. It probably wasn’t easy for him to just sit there, knowing he had the opportunity to rack up a still-higher kill count. Because the bigger he could make his legend on Psydon, the more likely he was to actually pull off his little trick of forcing his way into the House of Reason before the gatekeepers told him it was his time.

			After several minutes of silence, Sergeant Shotton crept over to Berlin and Wash. “I think we’ve got the jungle to ourselves again,” he said, looking around as if to confirm the statement. “I sent Parker and Haulman out just to make sure. But if they come back and tell us that no one is around, I think we need to get moving.”

			Wash agreed with this. Whether they’d encountered a probing scouting party attached to a larger force, or whether that small band was all the dog-men had for them in this section of the jungle… that wasn’t something they could know. Not until it was too late, anyhow. Staying around would do them no good. 

			“I’m with you, Sergeant. I don’t think anyone is going to get much more rest after this—”

			“Speak for yourself,” interrupted Berlin.

			Wash ignored his friend’s comment. “And all these dead doros are only going to attract more attention, either from their dog-men friends or from those dreex that have been stalking us. We should get a move on.”

			“Yep,” said Shotton, gently patting his knees as he stood up from crouching. “I can’t do this crap forever. Fightin’ is a young man’s game.”

			Shotton stretched out his back. He suddenly looked ancient to Wash.

			Hoping to encourage the sergeant, Wash said, “We made it halfway to the peak before we stopped. Let’s see if we can get the other half done before sunup.”
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			Republic Army Firebase Hitchcock

			Middle-of-Nowhere, Psydon

			Subs was cooking in his portable, supposedly climate-controlled hooch. The air conditioning was broken, and all he could do was sit and sweat. Back in the day, he’d have seen this heat as an opportunity to abuse himself—to see how well his body could handle wind sprints and endless burpees as the temperature rose. But now…

			He slapped his belly. Yeah, it was a belly, but there was a layer of rock-hard muscle below the surface. He’d be all right. He just had to tell the little bird that sat on his shoulder telling him to eat that extra slice of bread or drink that beer where it could stuff its feathers.

			He wanted to find out more about this Major Berlin. Ideally he’d get the scoop from his friends on Psydon, see if any of them had heard of the guy. But unlike virtually every moment of Subs’s life since he’d joined the Legion, in this moment there was no fellow leej to be found, and his long-range comms weren’t working. As a last resort, he’d tried to pull up his local copy of the Legion database on his datapad, to at least pull up the major’s basic details. But he couldn’t even do that, because his access code was out of date—and he couldn’t get the new code without speaking to another leej, none of whom were at hand.

			Subs became overwhelmed by a sudden urge to stand, if not work out. He tossed his datapad aside and lunged out of his chair, his hot skin sticking to the leather-like material. He held sweaty arms out at his sides as if taking an air bath. All he was wearing was a pair of skimpy, black satin shorts affectionately called “silk diapers” by the legionnaires who wore them. And now the basics called them that, too, thanks to their exposure to Subs. Some had even ordered pairs of their own.

			It wasn’t always a pretty sight around Firebase Hitchcock.

			But in the Psydon evening’s oppressive humidity, Subs wished he weren’t wearing even the scant silk diapers. If it weren’t for his hooch’s location on the base’s main thoroughfare and the number of female officers who walked by his very see-through windows—these were unsealed and rolled down, since the climate controls didn’t work—the Dark Ops legionnaire would likely be strutting about with nothing but his complexion and his little leej to keep him company. 

			Not that the female officers would necessarily mind. He’d seen a few of them taking a lingering look at him even as he was dressed now. But the last thing he needed was to get in the doghouse during the final months of his tour because the wrong officer saw the wrong side of him. So Subs walked around in his silk diapers, strutting like a supermodel—even if his gut was a little too round. At least he still had his biceps. It would take a lot of carbs to cover up those rocks.

			He decided to put a call into the base’s comm center. He’d made friends with the army comm tech who seemed to be always on shift. 

			“Hey, Alistair, you working tonight?”

			It wasn’t the most professional way to communicate, but in a place like Hitchcock… things got a little lax.

			“Oh, hey, Dark Ops!” came the reply. “Yeah, I’m here. Because… I’m always here.”

			Subs smiled. The sarcasm felt good, like an old friend. Alistair was about the only person who didn’t tremble in awe at the sight of the mighty Dark Ops warrior on base. He regularly gave Subs a hard time, treated him with disrespect, made him feel like an idiot whenever he could… it was a lot like being with other legionnaires. 

			“You sound surprised to be on duty. Right now. At this exact time,” Subs said. “In the Legion, we check the duty rosters so that when our shift starts, we’re actually ready for them.”

			“You’re hilarious. Really. Hey, when you get a chance to talk to all those legionnaires who kicked you out of their club and made you hang out with basics, will you ask them”—here, Alistair began to shout into the comm—“what’s the point of having duty rosters is if you’re the only comm tech on the whole stinking base!”

			Subs laughed.

			“Let’s see,” Alistair continued, “what day is it? Tuesday! Double shift! But that’s okay because on Wednesday and Thursday, there are more double shifts, which will set me up for the double shift on Friday. Then, on the weekend, a double shift!”

			“Sounds like you’re afraid of a little hard work.”

			“Oh, no. That’s not it. I just don’t know how to properly express my awe and appreciation over officers with such an amazing penchant for administrative genius.”

			“Oh yeah,” said Subs, playing along. “I forgot that the Republic has had points in the army for years.”

			“They’re the best. Bet you can’t wait for them to show up in Dark Ops.”

			“Nah. They won’t show up there. Too easy to get dusted while assaulting a house.”

			Now it was Alistair’s turn to laugh. “The frightening thing is, you’re probably serious.”

			Subs was.

			“So what can I do for you, brother?” Alistair asked.

			“My long-range comms aren’t working. I’ve been waiting for them to come online for hours to reach a buddy serving at Legion Camp Roode. I was wondering if—”

			“Wonder no further,” interrupted Alistair. “It’s not an issue with you, but with the base. Long-range comms are down, no matter how many happy thoughts I throw to the relay room. You’ll have to wait for Specialist Bucholz to get back from patrol.”

			Subs walked around the room. He could actually feel the warm air passing between his toes. “Yeah. Speaking of which, I kind of expected them to be back by now.”

			Alistair’s voice went small. “Oh. You didn’t hear?”

			“Hear what?”

			“They’re dead, dude.”

			“What?”

			A burst of laughter erupted from the comm. “Oh, Dark Ops! You were so earnest. I’m wiping away tears. You must really love all the little basics running around under your wings.”

			Subs frowned. “You’re a jackass, Alistair.”

			“I won’t let on about how much you really care.”

			“So they’re all right?”

			“Yeah. They’re fine. I talked to ’em on the short-range not long before you called. Should be here in under an hour. Just lots to do today.”

			Subs ran his hands through his hair, pushing off sweat until his hands came away dripping as though he’d just stepped from the shower. “Well, I guess you’d better let me go. I’ve got a lot of waiting and doing nothing planned for tonight.”

			“Roger that, Dark Ops. Me? I’m hoping that this double shift is the one that makes the army really proud of me.”

			There was a time, when he was fresh out of the Legion Academy, that Subs wouldn’t have been caught dead joking around with a basic. The Legion was its own breed, the heartbreakers and life-takers, and everyone else wasn’t worth your time. But as the years passed, Subs came to realize that, regardless of which military branch they served, people were either cool or they sucked. No amount of Legion training could make a legionnaire who sucked fun to hang around with, even if he could KTF with the best of them. And the basics at Firebase Hitchcock… they were all pretty cool. Truth be told, Subs felt more of a kinship with guys like Alistair than he did with Legion command. 

			But what Subs had failed to tell his comm tech friend was the real reason he needed long-range comms: to ask his buddy for the Legion access code so he could look into this Major Berlin the SLIC pilots told him about. The Legion net had changed passkeys, and Subs was probably the only legionnaire with sufficient clearance who hadn’t been given a heads-up. His name had been dropped from the update list when he’d gotten hurt, and it had never been added back on. Which wouldn’t be so bad if he could just ask a leej buddy. But when he was out in the kingdom of the basics… that kind of oversight stung a little bit. Like he was forgotten. Like what Alistair had teased him about held more truth than was intended. 

			Subs looked over to his bed, which was made with drill instructor precision. It always had been, but it was easier to keep it that way now, given there was never a need to get beneath the covers—not in the Psydon heat. At the foot of his bed, in his trunk, was his legionnaire armor. He hadn’t worn it since first arriving at camp. He felt like a fish out of water among the basics as it was, and insisting on keeping in his uniform when he couldn’t even leave the wire wouldn’t win him any favors. It seemed like a prime way to get off on the wrong foot and make running down the clock on retirement more miserable than it needed to be.

			Sure, the cooling system would be nice. But a little suffering along with others did wonders for harmony.

			“I wonder if…” Subs said to himself. 

			He opened the trunk and retrieved his bucket. It was the built-in L-comm he was after.

			Republic techs were always trying to expand the range of the proprietary communications network. Budget requests predicted that someday in the not-too-distant future, a leej’s bucket would be able to communicate with every other legionnaire on the planet so long as he had the right L-comm frequency. Not to mention constant contact with their supporting battleship overhead. The L-comm would be immune to jamming altogether. Someday.

			It would be a welcome addition. 

			But for now, the best the L-comm could do was supply an ultra-secure private comm connection with any other L-comm device in range. That was better than what Subs had now over the base’s short-range comms, but still not enough for him to reach his buddy at Camp Roode. 

			But maybe…

			He put his bucket on over his head, keenly aware of how ridiculous he must look: a half-naked man wearing only a silk diaper and a legionnaire’s helmet. Like some high-end advertisement for an overpriced cologne.

			Subs spoke into the L-comm. “This is DO-13. Anyone have a copy?” 

			A hum, then a voice from somewhere on the other side. “I hear you. Challenge key?”

			Subs recited the key—more of a pass phrase, really. “Six rendered truces wattle shellacked ruby nine.”

			The doros couldn’t passably pronounce these phrases, no matter how much they wanted to. They’d proven surprisingly effective in keeping security tight over comms when needed.

			“That was last week’s challenge.”

			Subs shook his head. “Yeah, well, that’s kind of the reason why I’m reaching out, Leej. I’m stuck in one of the regular army’s corners of Psydon, and I’ve got no long-range comms to reach someone in Legion command who can help me.”

			“Listen, buddy,” said the legionnaire voice at the other end. Subs could hear SLIC engines in the background. This legionnaire was probably either flying in, or more likely, coming out of a fight. “I’m not gonna broadcast the leej access code, even if it’s over L-comm.”

			“No, hey,” said Subs, eager to clarify what he wanted. “That’s not what I’m after.”

			“What was your identifier again?” asked the legionnaire.

			“DO-13-RD.”

			“Dark Ops, huh?” Subs detected a mix of respect and suspicion in the legionnaire’s voice.

			“Yeah. How about you, what’s your identifier? Who’m I talking to?”

			“LS-517-VC.”

			Usually when legionnaires exchanged identifiers, their helmets, or just the general knowledge of the operation, allowed them to just give their specification—such as LS for Legion Soldier, or DO for Dark Ops—and their number. Legion command rightly presumed that you’d know which company you were serving with. But when talking on a wide battlefield such as Psydon, it was necessary to add the last two letters. There were scores of LS-517s on Psydon, but only one was in VC. 

			“Victory Company!” said Subs. “I’ve done some ops with you guys. Years ago. Still know how to KTF over there?”

			“Hell yeah. Still the best in the One Thirty-First.”

			Subs chuckled. “So, like I was saying, I don’t need any special access codes. I don’t need any classified information. In fact, just talking to another leej has me feeling pretty good right now.”

			“So what’s up then, DO?”

			“I need a little bit of… scuttlebutt. Need to know if you’ve heard anything about a name. It’s like I said, I’m out here on my own with the army.”

			“What’s the name?”

			“A Major Berlin,” answered Subs. “You or any of your buddies know him?”

			There was a certain disdainful strain of incredulity in the legionnaire’s voice. “Know him? Thankfully, no. But I’ve heard of him. Guy’s one of those new appointed officers. Freshly sent by the House of Reason.”

			“A point?”

			“Yeah. But don’t let them hear you call ’em that. Otherwise you’re working like a bot to clean latrines.”

			“All right,” said Subs, not really sure what else to say, though he did enjoy talking. “I guess that’s all I had. You boys keep your chins tucked and gives those doros hell.”

			“Roger that, DO. KTF.”

			“KTF.”

			Subs removed his helmet and stared at it, the visor lifelessly returning his gaze. “A point.”

			Well… that was that. He wasn’t going to get mixed up in that political wormhole. If the SLIC pilots actually did come back the next morning, maybe he’d see about getting them to fly him to Camp Roode for a visit. It’s not like anyone would notice he was gone.

			The legionnaire bucket continued to stare up at Subs. He was going to miss being in the Legion. He had a wife to go home to, a pair of sons who had mostly grown up without him. A job waiting for him on Teema with his father-in-law. But somehow, deep down in the darkest reaches of his being, where the truth is always shining, he knew that none of it could ever be as fulfilling as the Legion. And that thought brought up emotions he didn’t know how to deal with.

			He placed his bucket on top of his footlocker. The air in his room suddenly felt too thick and oppressive to endure any longer. There was no breeze coming from the windows. A sheen of sweat covered his body. He stretched and reached his fingers to the top of his hooch, where the air felt even more stifling. 

			He needed to step outside. Not that it would be any cooler. But… maybe. He’d taken his pills to protect against Psydon’s bloodsuckers, so he might as well try. 

			Flinging open the hooch’s door, he emerged into the night. The only real light came from low-energy illum-poles stationed sporadically along the main thoroughfare. Not enough to light up the whole way—just enough so that you’d pass from dim light and back into shadow as you walked. 

			But maybe the dim light made it better. Because you could still see the brilliant canopy of stars overhead. That was the one thing Subs loved about being deployed: he was usually somewhere away from the light of a planet’s cityscape. Dark Ops did its work on the worlds where things still got really and truly dark. Where you could look up and see that great glittering galaxy with your fellow leejes and point the stars out one by one.

			What about that fight on Linton?

			Remember the time on Rrrddat?

			Subs knew he would miss the Legion. But maybe… maybe he could convince his wife and sons to move away from the promised job in the city. Maybe they could find a plot of land somewhere in the country. Or in the wilderness. 

			And then he could stand out in the dark under all those stars with the fledgling men he’d missed so much time with and say, “Did I ever tell you about the time I was there?”

			And maybe in those nights his boys would grow to comprehend all the turmoil in the galaxy that had kept their father away. And they’d all appreciate just being home. Together.
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			It was a relief to Subs when the patrolling soldiers began filing back into Firebase Hitchcock. 

			He roused himself from a heat-induced torpor and hefted himself out of his synthetic leather chair—his skin peeling away from it like the film protecting a new datapad. The first few soldiers in the platoon trudged by the hooch, not bothering to look anywhere but down.

			They were bushed.

			Subs went back out into the night air, oblivious to the cloud of pestering insects that hung thick overhead.

			“Lookin’ good, Subs,” said a soldier shuffling by, a cigarette hanging loosely from his mouth.

			Subs looked down, remembering only then that he wore nothing but his silk diaper and a pair of running shoes. Oh well. Nothing to do now but ride it out. “Yeah, well, I knew you basics had a long march today, so I wanted you to have something good to see once you got back to Hitch.”

			Those nearest him laughed as the platoon continued marching by. Their uniforms were soaked in sweat and stained from their time out in the bush. They trudged onward, no doubt wondering whether the showers were working, or if anyone had stuck around to keep the chow warm… but most of all hoping no one would stand in their way from racking up and going lights out.

			Subs looked over the lines like a vulpine she-bear watching her cubs. He eyed every passing soldier, looking for signs of injury. He craned his neck for the med bot pulling a stretcher with wounded. Or worse… body bags. But all looked well. 

			The platoon’s captain, Robert Garcia, approached Subs, walking tall among his men. For a basic, the captain was all right. Serious about his job, cared about his soldiers. But he was also military, and might not be thrilled at the example Subs was setting in his state of near-undress.

			Subs met Captain Garcia’s eyes. “How did it go?” he asked, careful to sound earnest and inquisitive. He was, after all, an enlisted man, even if he was Dark Ops, and while Garcia wasn’t a point, he cared enough about the distinction in rank that he might take offense. 

			Ranks didn’t always carry the same weight from the other branches to the Legion. You had to earn your respect from a leej. That was something all sides were aware of, and that the Republic armed forces bristled over. It wasn’t unheard of for a leej to tell a Republic Army general where to stuff it. And so long as the general was relying on those leejes to complete his objective… he couldn’t do sket about it. But Subs was a different breed—a unique case. No one on Hitchcock actually needed him; he was ornamentation. So yeah, he was respectful to Garcia.

			“All in all, I’d call it a good day,” Garcia answered. His only comment on Subs’s appearance was a quick downward glance at his silk diaper. “We got three listening stations set up pretty deep out there. Once the link is made, we should have some better insight about what the doros are doing beyond the wire.”

			“I take it that’s what took you all so long out there?”

			The listening stations were cleverly camouflaged to look like desiccated tree stumps rotting in the jungle. They weighed a ton and would definitely slow an expedition down as they were humped through the uneven terrain. The trouble was, these big stations had a design flaw that allowed water into their inner workings in Psydon’s unreal humidity. They had to be replaced all the time.

			“No, not this time,” Garcia said. He sounded upbeat; he must have been feeling good about what his platoon had accomplished. “We planted some new devices—essentially bots but small… look like local insects. R&D developed them for Dark Ops is the word, and now they’re making their way into the main branches.”

			Subs nodded. He knew the devices Captain Garcia spoke of. They didn’t have the same range, but they were so inconspicuous that they made up for it. Also, they weren’t prone to malfunction. “Those are a whole lot easier to hump than what you had earlier.”

			“You got that right.”

			“So how far did you go?”

			“Dropped them off at some predetermined spots on the grid. But farther than any patrol I know of before.”

			Subs gave an appreciative nod. “Nicely done, Captain, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

			Garcia smiled. “I appreciate that, Sergeant Major.”

			Now that Subs had a good rapport going with Captain Garcia, he wanted to get down to the last order of business. “Captain, when you have the opportunity, could you do me a favor and have Specialist Bucholz report to the comm station? I’m not relaying an order or anything, but long-range comms are down again and Alistair says she’s the only one with a hope of getting them back online.”

			“I think there’s a resupply flight coming in tomorrow,” the captain replied. “We’re supposed to be getting a redundancy relay for the long-range comms.”

			Subs nodded. “Yeah. That’s why it’s a favor. I need to look into the Legion net—something’s digging at me and I want to research it—only I’m getting denied access.”

			“Did the last all-pass turnover skip you?”

			Subs sighed. “Yep. Best not to grow old and forgotten, Captain. It kind of sucks.”

			Garcia chuckled. “Well, the only way to follow that advice is to die young. Not sure I’m looking for that.”

			And yet in Subs’s experience, a lot of the best men he knew had done just that.

			“I’ll have Specialist Bucholz report to the comm station. I wanted to go there anyway to make sure the uplink with the listening bots worked. You should come and see how these new bots work out. Well, new to us, I guess.”

			“Sure thing, Captain. I’ll come. Call it professional curiosity to see how this version compares to what I used to deploy. Mainly we just snuck in literal flies on the wall to know when our target would be home for our surprise visits.”

			The pair began walking toward the comm station, cutting through the still-shuffling platoon returning for the field. Captain Garcia halted abruptly. “You… you aren’t really going to go inside the comm room still wearing a silk diaper?”

			Subs looked down as if he was unaware. “Oh. Sure. I mean, why not? What are they gonna do? Kick me out of the Legion?”

			* * *

			The comm center was built like virtually every other comm center in use by the Republic military machine. It was the most secure building on base, created from modular printed walls that fit together to form a tight seal—much nicer than the mobile hab units doled out for most administrative purposes, and a whole lot better than the lousy hooches and tents given to the soldiers.

			What was better still was that the comm building had functioning climate controls. Granted, they didn’t work all that great, but not all that great was still far better than not at all. It was noticeably cooler inside the building, and the humidity was drastically reduced. That alone made them popular locations on Psydon, and any time anyone could wrangle an assignment in the comm station or received orders to report to the comm center… they were happy. 

			In fact, Subs thought, that’s probably why Alistair always takes those double shifts without complaining. Not that complaining would do him any good anyway. 

			Still in his silk diapers, Subs sat on a desk, his legs dangling, as Alistair, his comm tech friend, worked at his station to get the listening bots connected to Hitchcock’s systems. 

			Subs noticed that Alistair kept casting sidelong glances in his direction. “What?”

			“Oh, nothing,” Alistair said through gritted teeth. He went back to his work for a moment before turning back. “It’s just that… you’re all nasty, and I use that desk.”

			Subs looked around. The desk looked clean and neat. It certainly didn’t look like his friend made use of it. “I’m cooling off, thanks to the climate controls.”

			Alistair gave a tight smile. “Yeah, sure. Whatever.” He went back to work, swiping across his displays and bringing up various subroutines. Then he turned back again and shouted, “Could you just sit somewhere else!”

			Subs laughed and hopped down off the desk. He moved to stand next to Captain Garcia, who had been busying himself with incline pushups, using another desk for that purpose.

			“Aren’t you tired from the patrol?” Subs asked.

			“My legs are,” said Garcia. “Arms didn’t have to do much.” 

			Alistair was out of his seat and standing in front of the desk Subs had just surrendered. “Ahh!” he screamed. “I can see the sweaty imprint of your butt and nuts!” He scrambled back to his desk, grabbed a can of disinfecting spray, and doused the entire area with a carpet bomb of pine-smelling particles.

			Subs gave a deep belly laugh. “It’ll dry off. You’re overreacting.”

			Alistair looked up at the Dark Ops legionnaire, his finger still depressing the nozzle on the sprayer. “I eat at this desk, man. Not cool!”

			“When you’re done,” Captain Garcia said, as if none of this conversation had even happened, “I’d like to know how long until we can expect an uplink. Is that something Specialist Bucholz has to make happen? Because if those bots find some doros, I want to make sure we can organize a reaction force to wipe them out before they get away.”

			Subs often felt like the regular Republic Army was too stuffed with regulation- and career-minded officers to truly bring the fight to the enemy. That was the legacy of the appointment program that he was sure would eventually poison the Legion as well. It seemed like all the branches, except the marines, relied too heavily on the Legion to bring the actual fighting. But Captain Garcia was a good reminder that there were still some soldiers and officers who remembered that the primary specialty of an army was killing. No matter how socially taboo that might be to say out loud.

			Alistair put down his can of disinfectant and dropped into his chair, folding his arms so they rested on his stomach. “Okay, so to properly answer that question, sir, I have to address a number of different items. In no particular order…” The comm tech began to count on his fingers. “One: we do need Specialist Bucholz. Two: but not to see the data. Three: we need her to get the long-range comms up, so that if we find something, you can actually call in a mission to get it taken care of. Four: I don’t know when she’ll show up. Five: what Sergeant Boyd did was inexcusable, and I want to file a formal complaint for him literally sweating his ass off on my workstation. And I want it filed like that verbatim and sent to the Legion commander—not the sector Legion commander, the big daddy.”

			“He wouldn’t listen to a basic,” Subs shot back.

			Garcia let a slight smile curl up the corner of his mouth. “The data. We can listen to that right now?”

			Alistair nodded. “The firmware for the bots you implanted is only a variation of what’s used for the bigger, tree-stump varieties. So since we had those synced into our system, I was able to migrate the newer listening bots by looking at the two source codes. It’s essentially a redundancy of what’s already in place, so it didn’t really need a full install, which would take an hour or so. I did a couple of tweaks and… boom. We’re up.”

			“Okayyy,” said the captain, drawing the word out as though he didn’t understand most of what he’d just been told, but was ready to move forward all the same.

			Subs leaned against Alistair’s desk, arms crossed and looking down at the tech. 

			“Dude!” shouted Alistair, his eyes fixed on Subs’s silk diaper leaning against the edge of the desk. “Would you, for the love of Oba, remove your sweaty keister from my workstation? You’re on my datapad, and you’re already fogging up the screen!”

			Subs looked down. There was indeed half a datapad trapped under one of his cheeks. He hopped off the desk. “Sorry.”

			“You Dark Ops have no respect for the rest of us,” said Alistair haughtily.

			“That’s not really fair,” protested Subs. “It’s not just Dark Ops. No one respects basics.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” said the comm tech. “No one respects the basic. Not even our girlfriends. Not that I have a girlfriend, mind you. But if I did, there would be no way she’d respect me.”

			“So how long until we can find out what’s on these things?” asked Captain Garcia, steering back to the business at hand.

			A chime sounded at the workstation.

			“It’s ready now,” said Alistair. He leaned into his console, running his fingers across the various transparent displays, expanding, collapsing, rotating, twirling, and skewing various symbols. Executing directives and commands until a notification bar that read “Bug One” appeared. Directly below the bar was what looked like an audio wavelength. “Play findings for bug one.”

			A soft, feminine voice came from the workstation. “Listening post bug one has twenty-seven seconds of potential audio interest.”

			The track played, beginning with the gentle swaying sound of jungle leaves in the wind and insects playing their arms and legs like stringed instruments. The symphony was drowned out by a piercing howl—a cross between a guttural cry and a mouthy hiss. The howl sounded twice more before the computer announced, “End of log.”

			“Well, that was terrifying,” said Alistair, looking between Garcia and Subs. “Either of you have any idea what kind of monster makes a noise like that? Because it didn’t sound human or doro.”

			“Not sure,” answered Garcia. “But I agree it’s not human or doro.”

			“It’s a dreex,” Subs said matter-of-factly. He saw Garcia and Alistair looking at him in surprise, and explained, “The Legion gave a dossier to all legionnaires. What not to eat and what might eat you. A dreex is the thing most likely to eat you.”

			“Well,” said Alistair, “suddenly I don’t feel so bad about hanging out in a climate-controlled room behind the wire. Okay, actually, I never felt bad about hanging out safely behind the wire. But I’m sure that you could wrestle one of these things to the ground and snap its neck if you had to, Dark Ops.”

			“Probably.”

			Alistair smiled as he went back to manipulating his screens. “So cool,” he muttered in genuine admiration. For all the kid’s sarcasm, it was obvious he looked up to Subs.

			It was true… everyone wanted to be a legionnaire at some point in their life.

			“How about the other stations?” Garcia asked.

			“Let’s see…” The comm tech moved through a myriad of submenus. “Nothing from bugs two and three. Four has something. So does five.”

			He opened bug four. “Play current file and skip the introduction.”

			The computer began to play the track. It started off much the same as the other, capturing the sounds of the jungle, but distantly. It went on like that for nearly a minute, ending without any other noise of interest.

			“What’s that supposed to be?” Garcia said.

			Alistair shrugged. “I don’t know. The algorithm picked up something it identified as an anomaly. Maybe the general noise of the jungle didn’t line up with the rest of the data. That happens sometimes when the sample size is too small. Did you notice anything, Subs?”

			The Dark Ops leej shook his head no. But not because he’d heard nothing—rather because he needed more. Something was gnawing at him. Something about the way the recording ended. “Let’s hear five.”

			The comm tech brought the last file on-screen. “Let’s hear bug five, computer. And skip the intro unless it has analysis marked critical.”

			“There is no significant recommendation or observation attached to this recording.”

			The clip played, sounding much the same as four. It was a bit louder, but nothing stood out.

			“Another nonsense track,” Garcia said.

			Subs wasn’t so sure. “How far apart did you place four and five?” he asked the captain.

			“Not far. Maybe a kilometer? Less than that. Three quarters of a click. One and two were replacements for malfunctioning units—the stumps—closer to Hitchcock. We dropped them first, then planted three through five to form a sort of isosceles triangle. Intel designed it to be a surveillance zone capable of pickup up anything happening inside.”

			Alistair chimed in. “Word among the comm techs’ gossip circle is if these work, we’re going to be setting up zones like this through the whole jungle in preparation for a massive push to find those artillery platforms.”

			Subs nodded, trying to get an image of the setup in his mind. “So three and four—I’m guessing you set those up in straight line at the farthest edge of your patrol? With the triangle’s point somewhere below?”

			“Yeah, that’s it,” Garcia confirmed.

			“You said you went far. How far? Did you get close to Cuchin Valley?”

			“Actually, yeah. Pretty close. We didn’t cross it, but we snuck right up next to it.”

			Subs ground his feet. A terrible realization was beginning to form in the pit of his stomach. “Play me four again.”

			Alistair did as he was asked. They sat in rapt silence as the track played out.

			“Still sounds like a lot of nothing to me,” said Garcia.

			Alistair rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, me too.”

			But something didn’t sit right with Subs. The way the track ended… He thought he’d heard the same thing at the end of track five. Like he was hearing the same thing from two different angles. A stereo recording, but only one isolated and decayed channel at a time. 

			“The tracks the computer selected from bugs four and five,” Subs said. “Were they recorded at the same time?”

			Alistair entered a few commands. “Huh. Yeah, actually, both tracks are from the exact same time. Just minutes ago.”

			“Can you play those two tracks together? Have the computer sync them up?”

			The comm tech looked up. “Yeah. What did you hear, Subs?”

			Subs pinched the bottom of his lip, thinking. “I’m not sure. But I want to hear them both together.”

			Alistair gave the computer its instructions. “Here we go,” he said.

			The screen played the synthesized file. All was still quiet and faint in the recording, and the three men strained to hear.

			“Turn that up loud as you can,” Subs said.

			White noise hissed, filling the digital void. The recording played to the very end, where a tiny timp, timp, timp could be heard.

			“Okay, I heard that,” said Garcia. “Any idea what it is, Sergeant Boyd?”

			Subs leaned in to examine the display, looking at the minuscule jumps in wavelength that marked the almost imperceptible sounds. It seemed obvious now—a noise he’d recognize from anywhere. 

			“Yep,” he said. “That’s a firefight.”

			



		

14

			Near the Cuchin Valley, Psydon

			Wash had set a blistering pace through the jungle after leaving the ambush site. He had been told to do everything as though his life depended on it. And right now, that meant marching like that was the case. Because something told him that it was.

			But the marines—not to mention Berlin and Tierney—were lagging behind. Only Parker, the sniper, seemed capable of keeping up.

			“Let’s hold up,” Wash said to Parker. 

			He could hardly fault the others. They were doing their best, even Berlin. It was a matter of just how much you were capable of with your life on the line. That wasn’t a universal.

			Eventually Sergeant Shotton hobbled up, his grimace visible in the moonlight. “Not all of us are as conditioned as you, Leej. Especially my old butt.”

			“Sorry,” Wash said. “I just wanted to put some distance between us and those dead doros. We can take a breather now.”

			“Well, a breather might not be enough. What we need is a rest. Let me set up a perimeter to watch for any dog-men, and then let’s take some time. I’m thinking we’ve got, what? Six hours until dawn? We can still get a move on before the sun rises and brings the heat.”

			Wash comprehended everything the sergeant was saying. And it was the right call for the marines. Still, he felt like he was making a mistake by not pressing on. Alone, he was confident he could reach the base of the peak before the sun came up, which would give him the cover of night to scale it and call in his all-hail. But with the rest of the team—especially Berlin and Tierney—they wouldn’t make it by then.

			So what do you do? Stay with your team, or leave and let Shotton and Berlin handle things? And if you left… would you be able to find them again after separating? Both choices carried risks.

			He decided to stay with the group. It wasn’t because they couldn’t get on without him; Shotton, if not Berlin, was a capable leader. But staying together had the best odds. They’d press toward Poro-Poro after a rest. They’d send word about the guns and their location… and everything might turn out all right. 

			“We haven’t seen any signs of the doros out this way,” Parker said conversationally as three men began backtracking to rejoin the main element. “I think we’re the only thing that can use a blaster out in this neck of the woods. At least in a long while.”

			“How about you, Sergeant?” Wash asked. “Have you gotten any sense that there are any of ’em on our trail?”

			“If I did, I’d still be runnin’ to keep pace with you. Nah. I think if any of ’em were after us, other than the ambushed suckers, they must have zigged instead of zagged.”

			“Why do you think that is, Sarn’t?” asked Parker.

			“Because of where we’re headed,” grunted Shotton. “You gotta be a fool to go out of the jungle and right down into that valley, with no cover, clear as day for all those deep-brown puppy-dog doro eyes to see. Not where I’d go. Unless I absolutely had to.”

			“And we do,” Washam insisted.

			“Yes, sir,” said Shotton. “Just worried that the doros are gonna find them dead scouts and put two and two together and come up with us out here wanderin’ around. They don’t gotta chase us down if all that needs doing is an artillery strike once we’re caught out in the valley.”

			This was the first time Sergeant Shotton had articulated any misgivings about the plan. 

			“It’s a definite risk,” Wash said, feeling that engaging with the sergeant’s comments would be a better leadership move than ignoring or berating the man, though part of him wanted to ask why he was bringing this up now so long after they’d committed to the march. “But Poro-Poro remains our most direct opportunity for extraction and the best chance to get those guns before they disappear. The audacity of going straight for it is to our advantage. We could take the long route and snake through the jungle, but something tells me the doros will find us and catch us before we ever get there. Increasing time out here favors the odds of that scenario.”

			The three men carried on in silence for a time before Wash added, “Although, I’m open to suggestions. If you have any, now is the time to voice them.”

			“Nah,” Sergeant Shotton said. “I don’t have any better idea. I just don’t like what we’re caught up in as a whole. But if our options are a game of hide-’n’-seek with the doros in this jungle, or a flat run for the peak… then let’s run.”

			Wash nodded. The reality was, hide-and-seek wasn’t their only concern. The marines lacked the food and water necessary for prolonged exposure to the jungle. They could live off the land, but not without slowing down considerably.

			“My only request,” Shotton continued, “is that when it’s time to run, my men are rested enough to have a chance if we get into a firefight. Being dog-tired ain’t gonna increase our odds or improve our skills.”

			“Roger that,” said Wash. 

			He was about to say more when something caught his foot, and he pitched forward. Parker and Shotton threw out their arms to catch him, but Wash felt himself slip through their grasp, and the ground came up to meet him.

			Hard.

			“Hey, you all right, man?” Parker asked.

			“Yeah,” Wash managed, the wind nearly knocked out of him.

			The impact with the ground was much greater than he would have expected from soft jungle floor. And as he shook his head and pushed himself up, the ground beneath his hands felt firm. Like… rock. And not a misshapen boulder either, but a smooth slab. 

			He brushed away dried leaves and jungle debris. This was definitely some kind of large paving stone.

			“You just gonna lay there all day, Leej,” asked Sergeant Shotton, “or do you plan on getting up?”

			Despite his casual tone, they all spoke in hushed whispers, on heightened alert after the noise of Wash’s fall.

			“Yeah,” Wash said, pushing himself to his knees, then slowly standing. The jarring impact still hurt. “Something snagged my foot.”

			He stepped off the slab and once again felt the spring of the jungle floor. Turning back, he pressed his foot on the stone. “I think this is a… walkway or something. You guys know of the doros building any fortifications in the jungle?”

			Wash was worried he might have stumbled upon some kind of doro pillbox, or the outskirts of a reinforced bunker. And that the doros were nearby, if not watching them right now.

			“Not that I know of,” said Sergeant Shotton, testing the stone slab with the toe of his boot. “Once we pushed the doros out of the cities, their fixed defenses were pretty flimsy. The sort of thing we saw back at that camp. Tin and scrap wood.”

			Wash looked around through the single optic starlight scope attached to his helmet. During his rapid march with Parker at his side, the surrounding jungle had looked pretty much the same everywhere, a nondescript blur. In fact, if he hadn’t been orienteering with a compass attuned to Psydon’s magnetic poles, he wouldn’t have been able to tell whether he was making progress or only going in circles—things looked that similar. But now, as he stopped and looked around, he saw a distinctive shape a short distance to the west. It looked like a vine-covered hill rising up from among slim trees with broad, bowing leaves. A small structure stood at its crest.

			“What do you make of that?” Wash asked, pointing out his find. 

			Parker let out an impressed whistle. “Surprised we didn’t see that before. We were moving pretty fast, though.”

			“I want to take a look,” Wash said, already feeling more at ease. Whatever was in front of him, it didn’t have the look of a bunker or a doro pillbox. He started toward the shadowy mound, and under his feet he felt the firmness of more covered paving stones.

			“Seems deliberate,” Shotton said as he followed Wash down the path. “Somebody laid these stones to lead where we’re headed.”

			Wash thought the same thing. 

			Sure enough, the path led right up the hill to the structure. Up close, it looked like a ruined temple left forgotten in the jungle, fighting a last stand against the creeping foliage. Four stone walls protected a spire of some sort within, and stone stairs led up to a great entryway. If there had ever been a door, it had rotted away long before. 

			The trio stopped at the bottom of the steps, staring up and into the darkened ruin. Though aged, the stones seemed sturdy and the foundation strong. There was some crumbling, some decay—most of which was caused by the relentless and intrusive vines pushing their way between the rocks. In a few spots, they’d succeeded in making a spire fall over or to pull down one of the uppermost cut stones at the top of the wall.

			“This place looks like something the Ancients left behind,” Parker said.

			Wash’s mind was on more practical concerns. He quickly realized that with the height of the building’s stone walls, its defensible entryway, and its position on high ground… this ruin was probably the best defensive position in the entire jungle. It was a sure sight better for the weary marines than just lying among the leaves. 

			“How much farther behind is everybody?” he asked.

			“Closer than they were,” Shotton growled. “I told ’em to keep movin’ until we were all reunited.”

			Wash nodded. “This looks like a good spot to get some rest. We can set up shifts with some men up on the walls to keep lookout. It’s a defensible position in case the doros are out there tracking us.”

			Shotton nodded. “Yeah. It’ll do. I’ll go get the men.”

			“You want me to stay here with you?” Parker asked Wash.

			Wash thought about that. He wouldn’t mind the company, but he’d rather the sergeant—tired as he seemed—have someone with him. “No. Go on with the sergeant, and I’ll stick around here to flag you down in case you have trouble seeing the place on the way back.”

			Shotton and Parker hustled off into the jungle without another word. 

			Wash had no idea how long they’d be gone, but he felt it would be a good use of his time to poke around the temple a bit. As he climbed the steps, he felt a cessation of the light breeze that drifted through the jungle, carrying a scent of jasmine and fig. 

			The inner courtyard was a perfect square, made of the same stone as the walls and ziggurat—and probably the same stone as the path leading here. The whole thing was likely carved out of some mountain ages ago. Which made Wash wonder how far it had been carried and who had cut it and put it into place. The architecture certainly didn’t match a style popular with the doros—at least in their cities—but what did he know about dog-man prehistory?

			Hidden inside the temple walls, Wash turned off his night scope, plunging himself momentarily into deep blackness, before switching on the flashlight attached to his rifle rail. The beam lit up the dried leaves, rubble, and other detritus gathered in the corners. Wash blinked several times, his eyes struggling to adjust to the sudden radiance. 

			Slowly he crept along the walls, listening for any signs of the marines approaching and looking for imperfections that might be exploited if they did fall under attack. Everything looked to be in good shape. The walls had a sort of parapet that could be reached by stone staircases that began in the middle of each wall and rose up to the corner.

			Whoever built this temple, they’d built it to be defended.

			Wash had inspected half the square, working his way around the ziggurat, which seemed to be purely ornamental—no stairs or doors were visible—when just beyond a blind corner, he heard a rustling sound. Wash’s heart rate spiked so suddenly he could feel his blood pumping in his throat. With his rifle up and at the ready, he quickly turned the corner.

			His light fell upon a small, fox-like creature with gray fur and a black tail. 

			The animal froze in place, its eyes reflecting back a ghostly green. Then it opened its mouth, emitted a small shrill scream—revealing three rows of needle-sharp teeth—and quickly scurried away. It disappeared around the ziggurat and presumably out of the temple faster than Wash was able to follow with his light.

			Wash sighed, feeling the tension escape from his shoulders and detecting the arrival of a slight headache at the base of his skull. 

			As he continued with his reconnaissance of the temple, he heard another sound-—and this sound was definitely not made by another of those fox creatures. 

			Footsteps approached.

			Wash switched off his light and ran up the nearest set of stairs. He was amazed at how solid they felt given how many centuries, if not millennia, this temple had likely stood. As he reached the parapet, he drew down his night scope and looked out into the jungle to see who was coming to visit. It was probably the marines, but if it wasn’t, Wash wanted to be ready for them. Even a single-man ambush from this position could be devastating for whoever it was.

			It was just the marines. The column came into view led by Parker, who looked as though he would walk right by. It turned out to have been a good idea for Wash to stay behind; even with the benefit of night vision, the old ruin was too well hidden among the trees and vines to be easily spotted. That gave Wash some comfort. He realized that he’d spent every moment in the jungle sure that the doros were only a short distance away, waiting to discover them. But maybe the doros would miss the temple just as easily.

			“Parker,” Wash whispered.

			The sniper swung his rifle toward the disturbance in the split-second where reflex is faster than thought. 

			A voice from behind the sniper asked, “What is it?”

			“Nothing. This is the place.” Parker ushered everyone toward the temple.

			Sergeant Shotton emerged from the column to take the lead and move up the temple stairs first. In a low voice, he directed his warfighters to different points throughout the temple. They took off so fast, clearing each corner and making their way up the steps to the parapets, that Wash didn’t have time to tell the sergeant he’d already cleared most of the area. The men moved busily, expending those final bursts of energy before a promised rest.

			Shotton looked up at Wash from the temple floor. “You coming down here, LT? Or do these old knees have to come up to you?”

			“It feels cooler up here than down there,” Wash answered. 

			There was something stifling about the temple floor that Wash had only realized when he reached the parapets. As if all the jungle’s heat and humidity got trapped inside the structure, conspiring with the vines to better decay the stone. 

			“My knees can handle it if that’s the case.” Shotton moved up the steps, not quite hobbling, but also not showing a full fluidity of motion. The hard marching, hard fighting, and jungle conditions were obviously taking a toll on the older man.

			“How long you been in, Sergeant?” Wash asked when the marine reached the top.

			Shotton shrugged. “Could’ve retired last year. ’Cept we keep finding wars to fight in, and the marines know the value of a good NCO. They’re sort of like the Legion that way.”

			Wash nodded. “You ever think about hanging up your helmet and blaster?”

			“Lately that’s all I think about. These knees won’t stop remindin’ me. But I don’t want to leave my boys, not yet. Not until Psydon is all over and put to bed.” The sergeant leaned against the parapet, resting his elbows on the top. “See, if I get pulled out of the lines for a few weeks to get my knees fixed, well, I can all but guarantee you they won’t put me back in. Nah. The next shuttle I’d take after that surgery would be straight back home. They’d make sure I retired.”

			“So you play through the pain.”

			“Comes with the job.”

			“Marines are lucky to have you, Sergeant.”

			Shotton looked Wash directly in the eyes. In the moonlight, he looked grave, concerned, and sincere. “I sure hope that’s true, Lieutenant.”

			Denturo bounded up the steps, his gear jingling as he skipped two at a time. “Hey, Sarge, Corpsman Hellix wants permission to bring the girl up. Says it’s too stuffy for her down below. You ask me, that’s why you should only bring men into combat. You don’t hear any of us whining about the heat.”

			“She didn’t choose to go into combat, she was dragged into it,” Wash said. “She and the rest of those basics got ambushed and captured, remember?”

			Denturo spat on the stones. “Same thing.”

			“Have Hellix bring her up,” said Shotton. “And I want you and Haulman up here with them. This is your overwatch.”

			Denturo nodded and left to pass on the orders.

			“All right,” Shotton said to Wash. “I’m gonna find a corner up top to lie down.”

			“I’ll stay up for the first watch, Sergeant.” Wash was still amped up from the hike. It was as if the distance he’d covered in the hard march from the ambush site had woken up all the muscles in his body. He felt as though he had enough energy to go on for days nonstop. Like he was just floating above the surface. He looked across to an opposite parapet and saw Berlin already lying down. Probably asleep. 

			Wash wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight. He knew it.

			“Well…” grumbled Shotton. “Get yourself some rest. You’re a legionnaire, not a war bot. And even they have to recharge their systems from time to time.” 

			Wash nodded and moved to the far end of the parapet, not wanting any further conversation. Particularly if it came from Denturo.

			* * *

			Twenty minutes passed with nothing to remember them by.

			Wash kept vigil on the jungle ahead of him, overlooking the terrain he and the marines had traversed. If the doros were out there and tracking, that’s the direction they would likely come from. Of course, some entirely different element of dog-men could show up, in which case there was no telling where they might appear. 

			But all four sides of the temple were guarded by vigilant marines that night while their comrades slept, or attempted to. Despite their exhaustion, the men trying to sleep constantly stirred, rolling over and readjusting themselves in an effort to find that magic position that would let their discomforted bodies find rest. Some of them gave up trying and whispered soft conversations instead, their backs pressed against the ziggurat. 

			Tierney was one of the ones who couldn’t sleep—even though Wash imagined she must be the most exhausted of all of them, given the condition they’d found her in. Corpsman Hellix had wanted to give her a sedative, but she’d turned it down, explaining, “I don’t want to have to rely on someone to carry me if it comes down to it.”

			That invited a comment from Denturo. Without taking his eyes off the jungle, he spoke out of the side of his mouth. “We saved your ass from the doros once. No guarantees we do it again.”

			That jab effectively killed the small talk on Wash’s parapet, leaving Wash, Haulman, and Denturo to watch the jungle while Corpsman Hellix slept on the stone.

			Tierney leaned against the parapet wall, her back to the jungle, arms crossed, head down, seemingly lost in daydreams. Maybe that was why she wouldn’t go to sleep. You can at least control the dreams that happen while you’re awake. After what she’d been through… Wash figured she was due for some nightmares.

			The jungle had grown relatively still, as though it sensed the hour required a certain quiet and peace. The pulsing hum of background noise that you stopped hearing once you were in it long enough was still there, but the loud, distinct calls of the bigger animals or birds… insects—whatever—had died down. 

			That was the case until a sudden fluttering, like the buzzing of a large winged insect, sounded from out in the jungle. The buzzing came closer, and the bug zipped right over all their heads.

			“Must be one hell of a big bug,” said Haulman, breaking the silence.

			Wash couldn’t count the number of times he’d heard some strange new animal sound during his time on Psydon. This one sounded like an odd mix of a buzz and a whirl. And evidently there were more creatures where that one came from. Another buzz zipped toward them.

			Without warning, Tierney collapsed, falling in a heap on the parapet stone. 

			Denturo was the only one who might have done something about it. Wash and Haulman were too far away, and Corpsman Hellix lay sleeping in between where Tierney and the big marine had stood. Denturo looked down at the passed-out basic, spat a stream against the stone wall, and called out, “Hellix, wake up. Heat was too much for your patient and she passed out.”

			The corpsman roused himself and moved over to Tierney. “She’s not my patient, she’s a soldier. And honestly, Denturo, you should be a little more concerned when someone faints. Maybe—I don’t know—try and help her?”

			Denturo spat over the side of the high temple wall. “I ain’t in the habit of concerning myself with dead weight.”

			“Oh no,” the corpsman said, rubbing his hands on his uniform and holding them up to the moonlight.

			“What is it?” asked Wash. “What’s wrong?”

			“She must’ve hit her head. Her hair’s all bloody, and I—” The corpsman cut himself off.

			Denturo snorted a single chuckle. “Be some tough luck to get rescued from the doros only to kill yourself by banging your head on the ground.”

			Corpsman Hellix shook his head. “Something’s wrong. There’s a hole in the back of her head.”

			He sounded concerned. Highly concerned.

			“What?” asked Wash, feeling dumb for not thinking of anything else to say.

			Another of the buzzing, fluttering insects came in from the jungle.

			Haulman pitched backwards with a grunt, tumbling off the parapet and down to the stone temple floor below.

			“Sket!” shouted Denturo. “Gotta be dog-men!”

			Not waiting for orders, he began to fire his weapon into the jungle shadows.

			“Doros!” someone else shouted. 

			Wash didn’t know if it was a guess or if someone actually saw advancing dog-men. But it didn’t matter. The marines were sending blaster bolts into every nook and cranny in the jungle.

			The jungle started to fire back.

			Denturo’s intuition had been spot on. 

			Shotton, Berlin, and the rest of the sleeping warriors rose up and joined their comrades in firing their weapons in response to every muzzle flash and incoming blaster bolt they could see. The old temple was peppered with blaster fire from all directions.

			As Wash gritted his teeth and sent torrents of hot bolts into the doros, he let out a primal scream to warn the dog-men that only death waited for them inside the forgotten ruin. 
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			Republic Army Firebase Hitchcock

			Middle-of-Nowhere, Psydon

			“A firefight?” asked Captain Garcia. “You’re sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure,” Subs answered, feeling annoyed that the officer would question him. “I know the sound. It’s a blaster fight. A hot one at that. How recent did you say these timestamps are?”

			Alistair looked up with concern. “This is happening right now. Well, as of two minutes ago.”

			Subs felt a knot of concern grow in the pit of his stomach. “So right now, someone is in a fight within the listening radius of those two bots.”

			“If that’s what you say those sounds are, then yeah,” confirmed the comm tech. “They have an effective listening radius of twenty kilometers for something as loud as blaster fire, taking into consideration the baffling caused by the jungle. So if you’re hearing blasters…”

			Captain Garcia held up a cautionary hand. “Let’s hold on a bit here. We don’t know it’s a fight. I’m not disputing your expertise, Sergeant Major, but if it’s blasters, how do we know it’s not some doros taking late-night target practice? Just because blasters are being fired doesn’t mean there’s a firefight.”

			“I know what target practice sounds like, too.” Subs was rapidly tapping his foot on the floor. There was combat happening within his area of operation, and he felt the overwhelming urge to do something about it… not that he could leave the base. “Listen: I’ve got a good idea that this fight involves a small recon team made up of legionnaires and marines.”

			“How do you know that?” Garcia asked.

			“I got word from a SLIC crew that came into Hitch to get refueled earlier. They said they took two legionnaires—points—out on a recon patrol way deep, past the Cuchin Valley. If they’ve been moving back toward friendly lines, they could be within range of your bugs.”

			“So they’re in trouble?” Alistair said, leaning forward in his chair.

			“Well, there’s a whole lot more doros out there than Republic.”

			Alistair swiveled around in his seat, working his datapad. “I’ll see if I can’t get Specialist Bucholz in to work on long-range comms.” 

			Captain Garcia crossed his arms, nodding approvingly. “Good. We need them up ASAP.”

			“If she can’t fix them,” Subs said, turning for the door, “make sure she explains very clearly how long it’ll be until they’re back up.”

			“Where are you going?” asked Alistair.

			Subs paused long enough to say, “Don’t worry. I’ll be back.”

			* * *

			Subs returned to the comm station looking a far cry different than he had before. He’d swapped the silk diapers for Dark Ops armor. He’d actually psyched himself out prior to putting it on, thinking that during his time on the base he’d gotten too soft. Too puffy. That the armor wouldn’t fit. 

			It fit just fine. Just like he remembered. 

			He felt alive in a way he couldn’t describe. It was a feeling that all legionnaires knew, one that was communicated with a simple nod: I’m one jocked-up, lethal, ready-to-KTF son of a kelhorn. And I didn’t forget nothin’.

			And God forbid you’re the one standing in the way.

			Specialist Bucholz sat with a frown on her face on the same desk Subs had… occupied earlier. Only Alistair didn’t seem nearly as bothered by her presence. Of course, she was dressed a good deal more modestly—though Subs couldn’t help but think that Alistair wouldn’t complain if the specialist were wearing a pair of her own silk diapers.

			“What’s the word?” Subs’s voice carried with it a confidence and command forged in the intense fires of combat. He had fought, killed, and seen men die. But never him. He was untouchable. Dark Ops. Legion.

			And he sounded like it.

			“Word isn’t good,” answered Captain Garcia. “We aren’t seeing comms anytime soon.”

			Alistair was staring at Subs in his armor, his eyes wide. The kid had always idolized Subs a bit—a fact the legionnaire kept in the back of his mind. Things like that brought with them a sort of… responsibility.

			“You look dangerous,” Alistair said. “But if you’re thinking about doing your KTF thing to the comm relay, I’m sorry, but electronics repair doesn’t work that way.”

			Subs didn’t so much crack a smile. Which seemed to bother his friend. But the legionnaire didn’t have time for that either. Because the reality was that in spite of Captain Garcia’s conjecture that the blaster fire they heard might not have involved any Republic personnel, Subs knew better. Those two points had gotten themselves into a hornet’s nest. And it was going to take the iron fist of the Legion to get them safely out of it.

			“Have you been monitoring the bugs?” Subs asked Alistair. He had questions for Specialist Bucholz too, but first priority was to get a clear picture of what was happening in the jungle. As clear as possible. “Now that you know what to listen for, are you still hearing the blaster fire?”

			The comm tech seemed pleased to be asked. “Yeah, they’re still reporting in, and we’re still getting the same signature we saw before. Just from those two bugs. So I guess that means the fight’s still going on?”

			“Sounds like it.” Subs looked directly at Specialist Bucholz. “When Captain Garcia says ‘anytime soon,’ what does he mean?” 

			The tech brushed a strand of oily hair away from her face. She looked tired, her eyes baggy. No doubt the result of the day’s march. “Simply put, a critical component has failed,” she said. “We don’t have a spare, and it’s not something I can jerry-rig out of something else. Long-range comms will be down until that replacement part arrives. Which, thankfully, is scheduled to be tomorrow at oh-nine-hundred.”

			“Appreciate your conciseness,” Subs said. He felt like he was running a mission planning meeting with his old kill team.

			But no long-range comms. That increased the suck by orders of magnitude. 

			Sometimes these things couldn’t be helped in a theater of war. Machines and men alike broke down. Flanks and bases were occasionally left unprotected. It was the nature of war. 

			Republic Army command should already know that Firebase Hitchcock’s long-range comms were down. Failure to check in would have tipped them off. They’d have an observation drone or orbiting ship watching the base for signs of combat—exchanges of blaster fire in the darkness, things like that. More importantly, this meant that the scheduled resupply tomorrow morning would absolutely happen. Normally, that was never a guarantee. Schedules changed. But under these circumstances, unless there was some kind of mass casualty event that required the use of every SLIC in the area, that part would come in. Even if it meant canceling the flight of some colonel looking to make his rounds. 

			That much was good.

			What was bad was that the fighting was happening right now. Maybe the marines were holding up; maybe the doro force wasn’t very large. But out there, behind enemy lines… it could grow quickly.

			Subs shook his head at Bucholz’s report. “Let’s say you get the part at oh-nine-hundred hours tomorrow morning. How long to fix it?”

			“Maybe thirty minutes?” guessed the specialist.

			“So oh-nine-thirty we got long-range comms. Best case. Which means maybe within an hour of that a SLIC gun run or Legion QRF gets into the air.”

			It would all be easier if Subs could reach another legionnaire flying close enough for L-comm range like he had earlier. He’d been trying, but he kept coming up empty.

			Captain Garcia looked down, his face grim, shaking his head. “Thinking it might be too late by then?”

			“For a couple of points and a handful of marines? Yeah. How long did it take you to march to the location of bugs four and five?”

			“Maybe six hours.”

			Subs nodded, his face not betraying the momentous internal decision he’d just made. “All right. I’m heading for their location now. I’ll try to reconnoiter where the fight is happening. It’ll probably be over, it’ll probably be too late. But in the event that they hold on, I might be able to make a difference.”

			The captain’s mouth fell open. “You’re not actually thinking of going into the jungle by yourself to get mixed up in this firefight?”

			Subs gave a mischievous smile. “I don’t have to go by myself. You can come if you’re up to it, Captain.”

			A part of the Dark Ops legionnaire did want an extra hand. Every blaster rifle wielded in battle was a force multiplier in the hands of a legionnaire. Subs had been in enough fights where that one blaster rifle was all that made the difference.

			And it was part of the Legion code. Everybody fights. He’d stressed that to the basics on Hitchcock repeatedly.

			“You know I can’t do that, Sergeant Major. I would if I could. But I can’t leave my command, and I can’t take my soldiers back out into a fight. Not on foot.”

			Subs nodded. “Just giving you a hard time, Captain.”

			Alistair was looking more alarmed by the second. “Wait, Dark Ops—this is crazy. Think about this for a minute. You’ve told me—complained to me—a hundred times that you have orders from Legion command not to leave this base. And now you’re talking about running out into the jungle—at night, I might remind you, in case you forgot—to go get into a blaster fight at the bleeding edge of where the Republic has managed to push. That’s insane, man.”

			Subs unholstered his pistol and checked the charge pack. It was full, like he knew it would be. But that doesn’t mean you don’t check. “Yeah. But that’s what I gotta do.”

			“Okay, but why? They’re points. You said yourself that they’ll be the ruin of the Legion. So if they got themselves into trouble… I mean, oh well, let them get themselves out of it. And if they don’t, well, then maybe the stupid House of Reason will leave well enough alone when it comes to the Legion. They’ve already messed up the army, Oba knows.”

			Subs shook his head. “Can’t do that either. First, because whether I agree with them or not, they’re still legionnaires, and my duty to the Legion requires me to protect my fellow legionnaires to the last. And more importantly, it’s not just them. They’ve got a team of marines with them. And now those marines are looking death in the face because of two men wearing my Legion crest. I owe it to them.”

			What Subs left unsaid was that, if those marines were his sons—his precious boys—if they were the young men out in the jungle on some godforsaken planet that only mattered because the government said it should… if their lives were on the line, and the Reaper was coming close and there was someone, even one person, who was in a position to do something about it… Subs would want that person to act.

			You don’t leave someone to die like that.

			You don’t stand down.

			“Captain Garcia,” Subs said, taking up his helmet in both hands and placing it over his head. “Once those comms are up, do everything you can to get help up there. Lie. Threaten. Call my old Dark Ops unit and ruin my career by reporting my AWOL. But get it done.” He paused, then added, “Sir.”

			Alistair rose to his feet. He looked pale and unsteady. His hands were shaking. “Then, if that’s the way it is… I’m coming with you.”

			At that moment, Subs’s heart broke. For the naivety. For the gesture. For the love just shown. “Absolutely not.”

			“You’re my friend, Dark Ops. I can’t let you go out there alone. And you said it over and over again in all your endless Legion stories that every rifle matters. Well, I know how to use a rifle. I spent that week in Basic on the range. I’m coming.”

			“No.” Subs moved for the door.

			But Alistair was persistent. “You can tell me no, but you can’t stop me. I’ll follow you if I have to.”

			“I could break your legs right now.”

			“I’d crawl.”

			“I could kill you.”

			“That seems a little extreme.”

			This was wasting time. Subs needed to get on the move. He had hopes of reaching the listening bugs just before sunrise. With any luck he could track down the marines, or what remained of them, before the first SLIC arrived in Firebase Hitchcock.

			“Captain Garcia, I hate to ask this, but put my friend in the brig. Make sure he doesn’t follow me.”

			Alistair walked aggressively toward Subs. “No. No, no. That won’t work either, because next to you the bots on this base are my best friends, and I happen to know how to get them to let me out.”

			Subs noticed that Specialist Bucholz had slipped out of the tension-filled room. He could hardly blame her. 

			He looked to Captain Garcia as if to ask such a thing were possible. 

			Garcia only shrugged.

			Subs didn’t have the time to argue this, and he wasn’t going to shoot his friend in the leg to keep him on base. He shook his head. “Fine.”

			“You know,” Garcia said, “you’re a popular guy around the base. I’m willing to bet a lot of other soldiers beyond Alistair would want to come with you. If they’re up to it, I won’t stop them. Every rifle counts.”

			Alistair nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah. Totally. I’ll go get them.” He ran out the door like a kid ready to go to the zoo.

			“Five minutes, and then I’m leaving!” Subs called after him.

			What had he ever done to end up in a situation like this? 

			Oh yeah. He served the Republic.
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			Subs was surprised at the number of basics who mustered to go into the Psydon jungle with him.

			Alistair was beaming, the weak light of the camp’s illum-poles casting shadows across his face. Clearly, he was proud of the half dozen soldiers who had gathered with rifles in hand. A couple of them Subs recognized as having already been on patrol earlier in the day. They were tired, but committed. To him. Ready to undertake an all-night hike through the dangerous jungles and deep into enemy territory.

			Or at least they thought they were ready. Subs would make sure.

			“Sorry,” panted Alistair. “This was all I could get in the time you gave me.” He swung his blaster from his shoulder to the ready position.

			Subs nodded. “I’m gonna say one thing and then I’m going to leave. Because I don’t want to be misunderstood.”

			The waiting soldiers eyed the imposing legionnaire, kitted out fully in his armor, practically blending in with the shadows. A ghost among mortals.

			“Your basic buddies who opted to stay behind: they’re the smart ones. This trip isn’t going to be safe, and it damn sure won’t be easy. You want to come along and join the fight, I won’t stop you. But I also won’t wait for you. Which means you’ve gotta keep up. Fall behind, and you’re finding your own way out of the jungle. Sorry if that sounds harsh, but I can’t play hide-and-seek.”

			Subs crossed his arms and stood with his feet spread wide apart. “So if there’s any doubt in your mind about whether or not you can do this”—he looked directly at Alistair, who only shook his head defiantly—“then you should head to your bunks, rest up, and see if you can get a spot on tomorrow morning’s SLICs to join the fight then.”

			For a second, everyone stood in place. Nobody wavering. Nobody wanting to move first.

			But then a fresh-faced private who’d only arrived at Hitchcock five days earlier—one had grown paler the more Subs had spoken—took a step backward. 

			Another followed his lead. With heads down, the two basics turned and walked back to the barracks.

			And with that, the rest of the line melted away. Each soldier turning and leaving. Some with apologies, some with a shame that Subs knew they would feel for the rest of their lives, unless tomorrow really did bring a way for them to get in the fight. But it was the smart thing to do. And Subs didn’t blame them. He’d hardly given a pep talk.

			“Hey!” called Alistair after them, watching in dismay as his hastily gathered support team evaporated. “C’mon, guys!”

			“Let ’em go,” Subs said. “You should join them, but we’re not going to get into this. You jocked up to KTF?”

			Alistair nodded, swallowing hard. Maybe the reality of what he’d gotten himself into was catching up to him.

			Subs looked over the comm tech’s gear, tightening down ties and checking his ruck for sufficient charge packs and water. There were drinks to be had in the jungle, but that would slow them down. Best to pack in your own.

			“Okay,” Subs said. “Now jump.”

			Alistair looked quizzically at Subs for a moment, then left his feet, jingling as he came back down.

			Subs produced a roll of tape. “Everything that made noise needs to be taped down. We’re not going to let the doros hear us coming.”

			Moments later, Alistair repeated the exercise. Subs’s handiwork had done the trick—only the sound of the comm tech’s boots landing could be heard.

			“I… brought grenades,” Alistair offered.

			Subs nodded. “Good.”

			A mechanical voice spoke to them from the opposite direction. “Sir, if it’s not too late, I’ve been instructed by Captain Garcia to accompany you on the mission.”

			Subs turned to face the voice. One of Hitchcock’s medical bots was walking toward them on spindly legs augmented with shock absorbers and stabilization gyros—special modifications to help the bot navigate the tricky jungle terrain. The machine stood around six feet tall and was painted a dull green. The only indications that this was a medical bot were the portable stretcher attached to its back and the red-stenciled cross on its arm—a symbol of medicine since a time no longer remembered, and for reasons long-since forgotten.

			“Not too late,” Subs said, surprised and pleased that the captain would be willing to spare the bot. These things could be lifesavers in a firefight. Their medical programming, toolkits, and modest-but-effective armor were often enough to keep soldier in the fight. And instead of a basic having to stabilize a wounded buddy with the doros bearing down in an attack pack, a med bot doing the job allowed every gun to keep firing.

			“I am pleased to hear that, sir.” The bot looked around Subs to Alistair. “With your leave, sir, I will download your team’s most current medical files so as to be prepared for any casualties.”

			Alistair swallowed.

			“Be my guest,” said Subs.

			“Thank you, sir.” The bot’s optics twitched as its lenses changed focus, taking in Alistair from head to toe. “I have completed analysis.” The bot faced Subs. “I would like to have your medical records as well, sir. In the event that—”

			“Sorry to be a spoilsport,” Subs interrupted, “but I can’t access the Legion database until the base’s long-range comms are fixed, and that’s not going to be until tomorrow.”

			“I see, sir. In that case, it is my professional, medical recommendation that your operation be delayed until proper medical records can be downloaded. That is, if such a delay is possible.”

			“Afraid it’s not,” answered Subs, not at all annoyed by the machine. Bots, like soldiers, followed the programming they were given. Once you understood that, they became a whole lot easier to coexist with.

			“In that case, I shall do my best should any unfortunate incidents take place.”

			Subs nodded. “Thanks. I’ll do my part, too.”

			The bot inclined its head with a mechanical whir. “Your part, sir?”

			“I’ll make sure the doros don’t hit me.” Subs walked past the bot, trusting it and Alistair to follow.

			The bot’s receptors studied Subs as he moved by. Finally it straightened. “Oh, yes. I see, sir. Yes. Please do avoid being hit.”

			* * *

			The darkness of the jungle wasn’t a problem for Subs. His helmet provided him night vision, and his audio sensors alerted him to potential threats thanks to an algorithm that had examined recordings of other legionnaires in ambushed in combat and had crunched the data to key in on telltale noises—or the lack thereof.

			But Alistair didn’t have anything like that. Nor did he have a starlight scope. All he had was a red-lensed headlamp just powerful enough for him to see what was directly in front of him.

			Subs would have told him to put it out, but with the way the med bot’s eyes were shining in the darkness, he didn’t see what good it would do. Maybe that was why the marines and Legion preferred human medics and corpsmen to these machines. Useful as the bots were, in low-light conditions, they might be just as likely to get you shot as save you from dying.

			But there was no turning back now, and they’d made respectable if not blazing time. They hadn’t been forced to stop, though Subs could tell from his friend’s breathing that he was nearly at the end of his wind. He slowed the pace, not particularly out of mercy, but because he didn’t want the basic’s exhalations to add yet another clue that they were out in the jungle.

			“Oh, good,” panted Alistair, who wasn’t fat by any stretch. Just… not in shape. “Are we close?”

			“No. Sorry.”

			The tech’s head drooped.

			At least the bot had been able to keep up. The engineers who’d designed the stabilizing exoskeleton around its legs deserved a pay raise. Nothing seemed to slow it down.

			“Sir,” the bot said, its voice modulating to a low volume befitting the mission. “I am noting a significant increase in heart rate from your assault team.”

			“Shut up, bot,” Alistair said, hands on his knees.

			“I thought you liked bots,” said Subs. “Thought you said they were your best friends other than me.”

			“Yeah. But not this one.”

			Subs squatted down to look Alistair in the eyes. “Listen. I can’t slow down any more after this. Lives are depending on it. Now, you gave it your all, and it wasn’t enough. There’s no shame in that. But you need to head back for Hitchcock and do what you can from there. Take the bot with you. You’ll both be all right. There aren’t any doros that I’ve detected.”

			Alistair shook his head. “No. I can keep up. I can go.” He straightened himself, making a show of being ready to hit the trail again. But it was clearly an act.

			“Sir,” said the bot, “I believe I have a solution. I am more than capable of carrying your assault team on my stretcher until we arrive at destination. And unlike a biologic, I will not fatigue from the rapid pace.”

			Alistair looked at the machine and shook his head as if insisting he do it alone. But then he stopped. “You know what? Sure. I’m not too proud. The bot can carry me into battle. We’ll get there faster that way.”

			Subs wondered how he’d gotten himself into all of this. 

			You’re too soft. Like your gut.

			He had let his time on Firebase Hitchcock dull his body and his judgment. He could have shut this down before they’d ever left the wire, but he’d been led by a sense of compassion and a desire to keep his friend happy—to let him know what it was like to be a war fighter. Maybe even to let him see Subs in action, a real Dark Ops legionnaire.

			Which meant it was his fault. Which meant he owed it to Alistair to keep him safe. Just like he owed it to the marines to get there in time to help them.

			When the bot had secured Alistair, Subs bounded down the trail with the machine right on his heels.

			They made good time.
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			Jungle Ruins 

			Near the Cuchin Valley

			Psydon

			The firefight raged on for over an hour, its intensity never slacking. Marines were interspersed along the temple parapets, sending fire into the large pack of doros attacking from the cover of wafting, leafy palms and spiked tree trunks. The doros’ attacks were focused on the three big walls of the ruin; they were evidently unaware of the open stone steps leading inside.

			Wash had Berlin guard the entryway. The major knew how to shoot a bottled-up pack of doros. Experience had shown that much.

			It was difficult to say how many dog-men were out there. Wash guessed as many as fifty, judging by the amount of blaster fire that was scorching in from the jungle. The exact number didn’t matter too much at the moment. What mattered was that the marines were clearly outgunned and were barely holding their own, even with the blaster-impervious stone cover they enjoyed.

			The marines had other advantages. The darkness. Their starlight scopes. But Wash didn’t know how much damage they were doing—or how long they could keep it up. 

			Occasionally the wounded yelp of a doro casualty rose above the din of fire. But it all felt tenuous. Wash was convinced that doro reinforcements and a strong doro push would result in the ruins being taken. Once the doros discovered the entrance, that was.

			And that was Wash’s big concern. It was a hard fight, but if there were enough dog-men out there—or if a larger element arrived, perhaps detached from the mobile artillery group they’d seen the day before… well, there would be no holding back such a wave.

			Wash feared that he’d led the marines into a defensive rock that could easily double as a death trap—and a part of him sought to lament the decision he’d made. But Legion training told him to kill that part and move forward, recalculating to determine the best course of action for complete mission victory.

			A doro blaster bolt struck the lip of the temple wall, sending up dusty stone fragments into the face of one of the marines. The man dropped below the parapet line, grabbing his face and swearing while a buddy called for Corpsman Hellix.

			This man wasn’t the first to be wounded in such a way, and attrition was taking its toll. The doros hadn’t managed to get any direct blaster shots on the marines, but collateral incidents like this one had been happening all along the wall, requiring Hellix to scurry along below the cover line like a space rat, going from one marine to the next. He would bandage the small cuts on their faces and use some of their water supply—precious and dwindling—to flush out the rest in order to get the marines back on their feet.

			To their credit, every marine stayed in the fight. There was no sitting this one out.

			“Sergeant!” Wash yelled to Shotton, hoping the marine could hear him above the noise.

			The sergeant ran low toward him. “Yes, sir?”

			“Get a man down by Berlin. I’m worried about the doros finding our back door.”

			Shotton nodded and slapped a marine on the shoulder, sending him down to support Berlin.

			Wash spotted a doro crouched in front of a fern pocked with globe-like flowers that seemed to glow in the night. He dropped the dog-man with a short burst. “Keep pouring it on!” he shouted to the marines. He wanted them to know that he was in the fight right next to them.

			Another dog-man ran across the jungle terrain. The area he was leaving was heavy with flashing blaster fire, and he was making for an isolated but equally hostile area. Probably a messenger. Wash tracked the alien and brought him down with a full-auto squeeze. The doro lay still among the leaves, and Wash searched for his next target.

			The incoming blaster fire intensified. Bolts sailed above the marines’ heads or crashed into the stone walls harmlessly, scorching where they hit and sending up puffs of smoke that smelled chalky and stale. Wash was again impressed at how this temple was built. The marines’ firing angles were superb, and the doros’ were terrible. For the dog-men to get a shot on a man, they had to be lucky—which, unfortunately, was sure to happen given enough time—or they’d have to possess the pinpoint accuracy of a rifle-qualified marksman. In the dark. Whether the doro possessed such shooters, Wash didn’t know.

			But he felt confident the doros could be held at bay for as long as blaster packs could be found.

			Or until the doros broke contact and stormed the open stairs. 

			Something sailed through the air toward the temple. Wash tracked it, realizing with a pang of adrenaline that it was a grenade. But the trajectory was too low—it wouldn’t make it over the wall. Doros didn’t have particularly good arm strength, and would have to get a good deal closer to get a grenade inside the temple. And they’d be dead before they pulled back their arms if they tried it.

			The grenade bounced off the wall about halfway up, dropped back down, and detonated, sending a spray of rich black soil and shredded vegetation into the air, where it hung like a filthy mist in the jungle humidity.

			“I’ll show you how it’s done!” shouted a marine, who promptly pulled a grenade from his flak jacket and tossed it in perfect textbook form out into the jungle. Its explosion caused a volume of incoming blaster fire to wink out as the doros nearest where it landed scattered.

			“All right, Marine!” shouted Sergeant Shotton.

			It took Wash several seconds to realize that the grenade had caused more than a lull in the incoming fire; for the moment, it had stopped altogether. He sent word for cease-fire all along the parapets.

			Panting, sweaty marines waited, their rifles resting on the tops of the parapets, still pressed firmly into their shoulders as they hunched down searching for targets through their sights. The men were covered with grime and dirt and sweat—they looked exhausted—but their professionalism never wavered. They stood there, victorious sentinels listening to the pathetic whimpers and whines of their vanquished foes. Their thoughts, Wash knew, were not on the doros’ suffering—let ’em rot—but on the unsettling, almost frightening growls of the living doros who had retreated farther into the jungle.

			“Headin’ down,” Wash said, moving down the stairs to get a first-hand look at what Berlin was seeing. If the doros were going to counterattack and attempt to storm the opening, they would likely do so following this reprieve. For this fight was far from over; quitting wasn’t the doros’ style. They’d shown a willingness to suffer heavy losses it if meant punching the Republic in the nose. There was no reason to think they’d back down against a small band of marines in the middle of their turf. 

			“What’s the word?” Berlin asked over his shoulder as Wash bounded down the steps toward him.

			“They broke off contact for the time being. What have you seen from here?”

			“Whole lot of nothing.” Berlin sounded annoyed, as though being denied the opportunity to get more doro kills was eating away at him. He was a legionnaire in that way at least, even though he was looking for those kills mostly to shore up his political aspirations, while the average legionnaires looked for kills because… KTF.

			By contrast, the marine accompanying Berlin seemed relieved at the relative peace and quiet his new position had afforded him. But that wasn’t going to last long.

			Wash patted his friend on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, buddy. They haven’t left for good. Probably just finding a less suicidal angle of attack.”

			“Which means this entryway. So we can expect a charge, right?”

			Wash was impressed with Berlin’s tactical observation. Or maybe it was simple common sense. Either way, it was the truth.

			“Yeah,” Wash confirmed. “They’ll throw everything they’ve got at us in order to get inside.”

			“Sket,” mumbled the marine.

			Wash studied the young man. He looked afraid, but not cowardly. No more fearful than they all were. Except for perhaps people like Denturo—who either really were afraid of nothing or had just mastered acting like they weren’t—and Berlin… who maybe didn’t know any better. The major was full of surprises.

			“Hey, Marine,” Wash said, unable to read the man’s rank or name in the darkness. “I need your help with something.”

			“Sir?”

			“I’m not up to speed about everything your team brought with you. Legion recon teams always carry anti-personnel mines and occasionally a mobile auto-defense turret. How ’bout the marines?”

			“We have mines, yeah. I’ve got two in my ruck. And we usually hump at least one auto-turret…” The marine looked to Berlin and back to Wash. “But this wasn’t set up exactly as a textbook operation, sir.”

			Wash nodded. Was that ever the truth? 

			He hitched his thumb toward the steps leading up to the parapet. “I want you to find Sergeant Shotton up there and tell him I need those mines and the turret if you’ve got it. I’ll take your place here, but make it quick. We need to get set up before the doros find this back door.”

			The marine was gone in an instant.

			Wash shouldered his rifle and peered down its sights, joining Berlin in the jungle vigil.

			“This as bad as it seems or…?” asked Berlin.

			“Yeah. Pretty bad.”

			“Well, this mission has been more than I expected almost from the get-go. But now we absolutely have to survive long enough to get out of here.”

			Wash nodded grimly. The mission had been everything Berlin had hoped for… and then some. After what they’d done so far, all Berlin needed to do was make it out and his political future would be a done deal. 

			Berlin continued as if reading Wash’s mind. “You probably think I’m saying that because I want to win that seat in the House. But I’m not, Wash. If you can believe it, the House of Reason has barely been on my mind since we saw those artillery. All I can think about is what this mission could mean to the Republic.”

			Wash smiled. “You’re just saying that to get a good quote out of me once you’re running for office.” Wash spread out his hands as if revealing the headline of a holonews article. “Fellow Legionnaire Says: Republic Was Only Thing D’lay Berlin Thought About on Psydon.”

			While Wash chuckled, Berlin looked on stoically. “I’m serious, Wash. I didn’t know what—I mean, I had an idea something was out here, but I didn’t know what we’d actually run into. I figured maybe we jump a doro patrol, wipe them out, and head home. I never actually thought we’d find that artillery.”

			Wash sniffed in the thick, humid air. He knew that, and part of him wanted to ask his friend what he was thinking to take the lives of these marines and throw them onto fate’s game board. But what was done was done.

			“Wash…” Berlin said. “I know I’m not the legionnaire you are. Hell, I’m not a real legionnaire at all. I’m self-aware enough to know that.”

			“No one thinks I’m a real legionnaire, either, buddy.”

			Berlin shook his head. “No. They do. The points all do. They know what you did at Academy and they hate your guts for it. Why do you think you’re only a second lieutenant stuck doing jack-diddly in a broken-down office hab? That wasn’t the Legion, that was the other points. The ones who got major like me.”

			“Well, I’ll take it as a compliment to be hated by people like that. Badge of honor, really.”

			“My point is… you’re a leej. You know how important finding those platforms is to the Republic. If we can get word of their location before they get away… if the Republic can take them out… Wash, this war will be over in a matter of weeks.”

			Wash sighed. Unfortunately, the biggest obstacle to getting the word out was being trapped in the ruin that Wash had led them into. “You’re right. The problem is, we’re trapped here, and help isn’t coming—for us, anyway. The doros’ll get reinforced, and although we’ll kill heaps of them until our charge packs and supplies run out, eventually they’ll wipe us.”

			A pause. The jungle hissed and thrived, providing no hint that the doros were on the move.

			“Berlin, I’ve got us defending a death trap. We’ve got to take the opportunity to get out of it now that the dog-men broke contact.”

			Berlin rocked forward on his haunches. “So… we make a run for it down the steps?”

			“No. I’m not saying that at all. I think that would get us killed. But I do have a plan.”

			“Spill it.”

			“It’s going to require something of you, specifically. I know you didn’t pay close attention, but you’re going to need to behave like an honest-to-goodness Legion officer. And I know you’re capable of that.”

			Berlin straightened. “Just tell me what to do.”

			“The doros think we’re bottled up in here: only one way in or out. But I found a loose block that we can push out and exit from. I’m guessing when the doros return, they’ll bring all their forces to bear here on the stairs. They won’t be guarding the other sides of this place, not with any sort of strength, because they believe we have no means of escape that way.”

			“This sounds good.”

			“There’s a snag, though. I need to make sure they continue to believe we’re all still inside here even as we’re escaping. If they think they’re fighting all of us, and if the mines and turret—and I—can keep them back long enough, you’ll hopefully get a large enough head start to make for the peak and send the all-hail.”

			“So… you stay here and shoot them while I play Legion hero and lead them all out?”

			Wash nodded. “It’ll be an amazing campaign story.”

			“The hell with my campaign, Wash.” Berlin sounded hot. “Let’s be realistic about this. Once we get out, we still have to make it across the valley to the peak. That’s a short march, I know, but a hard one. These marines need you and Sergeant Shotton leading the way, not me.”

			Wash held out his hand helplessly. “I don’t know any other option. I’m not going to order a marine to stay back and sacrifice his life. I got us into this…”

			“No. I can’t allow it. You know from the POW camp that I can light up any doros who come my way. I’ll hold them back.”

			“Berlin, I can’t let you—”

			“You can’t let me anything, I know. But I can order you. I’m still a major in the Legion, Lieutenant. And I’m ordering you to make it happen the way I said.”

			Sergeant Shotton came down the stairs behind them. “Make what happen, sir?” 

			Wash was too shocked by what his friend had said to answer the marine, but Berlin jumped right in.

			“Sergeant, we’re taking advantage of the doros breaking contact to get out of here. Our primary mission objective—at all costs—is getting the location of those artillery platforms to Legion command.”

			Shotton gave Berlin a look of newfound respect. And Wash could understand why. This was a side of Berlin that he’d seen before, although in other areas of life—social gatherings, athletics, academia. He could take charge. It was what would ultimately make him a powerful House of Reason delegate. And now he was using that innate talent to rise to something more than an appointed officer in the Legion.

			“Sir,” Shotton began, “I agree with everything you just said. But I don’t know how we’ll achieve that. It’s not like we can all run down those steps and expect the doros not to chase us down. Or is that what you wanted the mine and auto-turret—we do have one—for?”

			“That’s exactly why I want them, yes. Have your men deploy them outside for maximum effectiveness. I want the auto-turret set up to pick off any doros who make it to the bottom steps. Something to keep them honest. Let them know that if they rush, they’ll feel the heat.”

			Shotton signaled for three waiting marines to get to work. “And after that, sir?”

			“After that, I’m ordering you and Lieutenant Washam to get out of here. The lieutenant says he’s found another way out.”

			“Uh-huh,” grunted Shotton. “And… what about you, Major?”

			“I’ll add a few more doro KIAs to my résumé while you’re getting out. I’ll attempt to follow if it looks like the worst is about to happen. And if I don’t catch up… it was nice serving with you and your marines, Sergeant.”

			Shotton pushed his helmet to the back of his head and wiped his brow. A smile was on his face. “I don’t believe it.”

			Wash didn’t believe it either. Yet he found himself going along with it, at least for now. He still hoped to convince his friend to switch roles. But for right now… something was showing itself in Berlin that these marines—and he—needed to see. Something that gave him a new hope and compelled him to obey the major’s orders. The magnetic will of someone who was determined to see that what needed doing would be done. It was that spark inside Berlin’s family that had driven them to the heights of wealth, launched them into the social stratosphere of the Republic’s core. A sheer force of will that made anything possible.
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			Corpsman Hellix stood just outside the triangle of parlaying leaders, seeming to wait for an opportune moment to impose on Wash, Berlin, and Sergeant Shotton’s conversation. 

			“What is it, Corpsman?” Wash asked.

			“Sir, I’m hoping to know if I can perform some more thorough treatments on the men. Are the doros gone for good?”

			“I’ll give you one guess,” Shotton grumbled.

			Hellix nodded. “Understood. They’ve been in sustained combat for hours and need a rest—for their mental health as much as physical. Some of them are also going to need more treatment than I can provide. Biggest problem could be that I’m out of disinfecting ointment. The jungle isn’t going to be kind to all their cuts and scrapes.”

			“Do what you can,” Shotton ordered, “but make sure everyone is prepared to move out at a moment’s notice.”

			The marine sergeant faced Wash as his corpsman ran off. “So where’s this other way out you mentioned?”

			Wash pointed to the opposite end of the temple. “I saw a loose block when I was taking a tour earlier. I tested its strength. I think we can push it out and slip through the opening.”

			“Unless the wall comes tumbling down on us all.”

			“That won’t happen. This ruin is still structurally sound.”

			Berlin interjected himself in the conversation. “You know, I was thinking… are we sure this is what we want to do?”

			Wash had expected this. Eventually. His friend had been acting heroic—brave, even—but that was in the heat of the moment. Marching to your death is a much harder thing when you’ve had time to think about it. He didn’t blame the man, and was ready to step back into the role he’d initially intended for himself.

			“It’s all I’ve got,” Wash said. “And I don’t exactly like it, but I’m willing to stay and hold the doros back.”

			Berlin rubbed where his chin would be through his helmet. “No, it’s not that. I’m thinking… Sergeant Shotton, you still have the ordnance you brought, right?”

			“Yeah… but not enough to take care of that artillery. Not by a long shot.”

			“No.” Berlin shook his head. “Not that. I was thinking… Maybe instead of trying to keep the doro out of the temple as long as possible, we want them to get in the temple. As many as possible, and then…” Berlin made a show of exploding out his fingers. “Boom.”

			Wash nodded. Slow at first, but then picking up steam. This was actually a really good idea. One he should’ve thought of. “Yeah. If we can figure out a way to funnel enough of the doros in here and then initiate a remote detonation… that could cause a lot of damage.”

			Shotton let out a considering grunt. “Hmm. But how we gonna get them in here without taking casualties?”

			Berlin shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’m saying that sounds a lot better than final suicide stand. What you say, Wash? If someone is gonna figure it out, it’s gonna be you.”

			Wash looked around at the temple. The doros could regroup at any time. If this was going to be the plan, it needed to be done quickly. “I think we can do it. Sergeant Shotton, have some of your men plant the mines and get back inside the temple. And then… we need to set up some charges.” 

			* * *

			Every marine was stationed on the parapets, evenly dispersed and watching for the doros. And they were definitely still out there. Their odd yipping, growling language carried through the night like haunts in the jungle.

			“Everybody be ready,” Shotton urged his men. “No telling what direction these dog-men will come from.”

			No telling for certain, but Wash had a pretty good idea. The doros weren’t fools—as far as Wash knew, there were no points in the doro insurgency—and they were unlikely to keep trying something over and over again with the hopes that, this time, it would work. If Wash’s guess was right, they’d stage another attack on the temple’s protected walls, much like the one before—but it would be a feint. By now they should have spied the temple stairs, and they would try to exploit it. That would be their real focus.

			In fact, Wash’s plan depended on it. He wanted them to throw everything they had toward the open steps of the temple, taking heavy casualties in the process. And he would make them believe that they were dishing it out as badly as they were taking it.

			A shot rang out from Parker’s sniper rifle. A split second later another of the doros’ odd buzzing projectiles sailed over the marines’ heads.

			“Here they come!” shouted Denturo.

			The doros began to fire at the three protected sides of the temple, but the incoming fire seemed halfhearted—much less than what had been sent in earlier.

			It was a feint. Just as Wash had anticipated.

			“Make those doros pay!” Wash called out, his voice echoing across the stone parapet. “But be ready for the main assault at the steps.”

			The ground outside the steps exploded upward, causing Berlin to temporarily duck back inside.

			“Here they come!” Berlin shouted, swinging his blaster back around and shooting hot, undisciplined fire into the jungle. “Pile up to defend the entrance!”

			Wash was about to remind his friend to make his shots count, when the jungle erupted right where Berlin was shooting. Doro soldiers emerged from the verdant leaves firing their blasters from their hips. Several fell as Berlin’s shots hit home. Soon the other marines stationed with Berlin joined the legionnaire major in cutting them down. 

			But the doros kept coming. It seemed that two more emerged from the jungle for each one who fell with a smoking blaster hole somewhere in its body.

			“Light them up!” shouted Sergeant Shotton, and soon virtually all of the marines were concentrating their firepower on the advancing doros.

			There were so many of the dog-men that Wash was afraid they would overrun the marines’ position before the escape plan even had a chance to begin. The massive wave of doros advanced as far as the bottommost steps of the temple before the marines’ fire became all too much for them. They broke and retreated back into the jungle, leaving the field littered with the corpses of their dead.

			The marines gave a cheer at this bloody repulse.

			Wash turned to the small marine contingent. “Did everyone remember to die who was supposed to?”

			“Yeah,” called a few marines.

			The plan was for a few preselected marines to go down in the fight, feigning that they’d been hit. But the doros had come on so thick that Wash had feared they might not have to pretend.

			“Did anyone die who wasn’t supposed to? Speak up now if you did.”

			This was met with a morbid chuckle from a few of the men.

			“Good. How are the other three sides?”

			Denturo called down from atop the parapet. “They disappeared as soon as the main assault began. Haven’t seen a sign of them since. Bunch of cowards.”

			Wash knew that behavior was driven more by doro psychology than by cowardice. The doros attacked in packs to overwhelm the opposition. But that tendency, that pack mentality, could at times be a tactical weakness. It meant the doros didn’t perform as effectively in isolated groups, such as the ones required for coordinated assaults with lots of moving parts. So no, they weren’t cowards; it was just that those doros who found themselves scattered or split up in the chaos of battle would instinctively scamper away in an attempt to find a larger force to join. 

			“Okay. I don’t think were going to get another chance at this. That last wave almost overtook us. Everybody get in position and be ready to move out as soon as you hear us reopen fire.”

			The marines hurriedly followed orders. Wash, Sergeant Shotton, Denturo, and Parker moved to a rear parapet with a clear line of sight through the front opening and down the steps. From there, they would attempt to keep the doro charge at bay long enough for the others to retreat. Everyone else moved to the great, loose stone, lining up to begin their escape.

			“Here they come again!” Denturo shouted.

			“That didn’t take long.” Parker lined up the lead doro runner and dropped it with a single shot. The dog-man’s head burst apart as if someone had stuck a det-brick in its mouth.

			Wash could hear Berlin calling for the marines to “Go! Go! Go!” out of the hole in the back of the temple. A quick glance over his shoulder showed him that the doros had indeed abandoned all the other sides of the temple. Tactically that was a colossal mistake—and worse, it had been predictable. The Legion’s victories over the enemies of the Republic—regardless of what species they were—were driven in part by species research: getting to know the enemy and exploiting its weaknesses.

			That was Legion 101.

			The doro assault was more cautious this time. They were mindful of the full brunt of firepower that had broken their last charge. Yet Wash hoped enough marines had feigned injury to give the dog-men hope that this might be the time they would break through. 

			And so they would. The result just wasn’t going to be quite what they’d hoped.

			“Last man out!” shouted Berlin from below.

			Wash was proud of his friend. He’d made sure that everyone else got safely outside before escaping himself.

			Emboldened by the lower volume of fire coming from the temple, the doro charge intensified. More doros emerged from the jungle and ran toward the steps. But between the four who stayed behind and the auto-turret, they were still taking severe casualties.

			One fleet-footed dog-man sprinted through the hail of blaster bolts, made it to the top step, and crossed the threshold into the temple courtyard. The stones shook from the explosion of the antipersonnel mine that blew him to pieces, painting the stone floor red with his blood.

			“Time to go!” shouted Wash. 

			The four remaining soldiers ran swiftly down their defensive steps to the hole in the temple wall. Parker and Denturo went first, followed by Shotton and then Wash.

			But as they raced down the temple stairs in the darkness, the sergeant missed a step, or maybe caught his foot on an uneven bit of broken stone. Either way, he flew face first down the stairs, taking a swan dive to the bottom.

			“Sarge!” Wash shouted, holding out his hand impotently as the marine crashed hard onto the stone floor below. 

			With a groan, the sergeant rolled from his stomach onto his back.

			“You all right, Sarge?” Parker asked. He was bouncing up and down on his feet, eager to get out of the ruin before what was coming next… came next. The auto-turret continued to fire, but the doros would swarm past it in seconds.

			“No.” Shotton was holding his knee. “These damn knees. I think I tore something.”

			Denturo said nothing beyond spitting onto the floor, yet it was clear he was as concerned as anyone for his sergeant.

			“Let’s pick him up,” Wash said.

			“Don’t be stupid. You all can’t take me along—I’ll only slow you down. Just prop me up against that wall. I’ll make sure the dog-men don’t follow you out.”

			Wash moved to the hole and readied to put himself through it.

			“You just gonna leave him like that?” protested Denturo. “Not even say goodbye?”

			Wash slid through and called from the other side, “I’m not saying goodbye because we’re not leaving him. Pick him up and slide him through.”

			Shotton began protesting even as Parker and Denturo lifted him up. “Don’t get yourself killed on my account! My knee is worthless. I’m telling you I can’t keep up.”

			The marines passed their sergeant through the opening, and Wash hoisted him over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry.

			Shotton chuckled. “You really think you can carry me all that way, Leej?”

			Wash started running. “Legion’s been carrying the marines for years. What’s one more night?”

			Shotton laughed. “You SOB, I’m going to remember you said that.”

			Wash and the marines ran to the predetermined rallying point. The path was free of any doros. They really had devoted every last dog-man to the one angle of attack. Explosions boomed behind Wash—the remaining mines. The turret could no longer be heard. The temple had been breached.

			Wash looked back over his shoulder as he ran. The second he saw doros on the parapet, he shouted, “Now!”

			The temple was engulfed in a thunderous fireball. The great walls toppled, with some of the stones flying nearly out as far as where the marines had taken shelter. The ziggurat at the center of the ruin swayed, but held. Not that it would do the doros any good.

			“That got ’em!” Berlin shouted.

			But as the dust began to settle, angry, vengeful barks could be heard rising above the whining howls of the wounded.

			“It got ’em, but not enough of ’em. Everybody, let’s move toward that valley!”

			It was their only chance at salvation.

			And they couldn’t stop until they got there.
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			Subs cautiously emerged from the trees; the medical bot and Alistair remained hidden. They’d heard a thunderous boom while traversing the jungle earlier in the night—loud enough that those observing the listening bugs back at Firebase Hitchcock had to have heard it too. It was quite clear that Subs was now standing at the epicenter of the blast.

			Massive blocks of stone lay strewn in every direction. They’d apparently been hurled from what had once been a four-walled structure, but which was now no more than a partially crumbling ziggurat. The stones had carved out large swaths of jungle as they skidded and rolled to a stop.

			Oh, and there were pieces of dead doro everywhere.

			Recon marines packed notoriously heavy when it came to ordnance. That was in large part due to their modified role as sappers—at least when they were battling with the Legion through the cities. While the Legion cleared the streets in the pursuit of hostiles, the marines came along to destroy weapons caches or bring small structures to the ground.

			But why would they be carrying that much boom out here in the jungle? Maybe it was just standard marine procedure. Subs didn’t know; he’d never been a marine.

			As he walked over the bodies of dead doros, one of them flinched, dragging its mangled head across the green where it lay, leaving a streak of blood. Most of its skin was burnt or torn away. It whimpered, whether seeking sympathy or out of fear, Subs couldn’t guess. 

			He raised his boot and brought it crashing down on the dog-man’s throat. It crunched beneath his heel.

			Even a dog-man deserved that much mercy. And anyway, Subs wasn’t about to leave behind someone who’d seen him and could report on his location.

			Once Subs was satisfied that the site was secure, if not clean, he returned to the waiting bot and Republic Army comm tech.

			“There appear to be mass casualties at this location, sir,” the med bot intoned. “Should I search for survivors and begin triage according to Republic Samaritan directives?”

			“Sorry, bot. We don’t have time for anything like that. Anyway, I don’t think there are any left alive.”

			“Yes, you are very likely correct. However, my programming states that if there is no immediate need of medical help for those serving the Republic, my directive is to provide what medical aid I can to those fighting on the other side.”

			Subs looked around as the bot spoke, not ignoring it, but not diverting his attention from the surroundings. The sun had peeked over the horizon, and the jungle was growing in brightness with every passing minute. “The thing about that directive is this: What you’re seeing here was caused by some resourceful marines… and a couple of legionnaires, I guess. And from looking at the way the foliage is displaced, I can tell that our soldiers left here in a hurry, and whatever dog-men they didn’t blow to kingdom come were hot on the trail after them.”

			Alastair had already thrown up whatever was in his stomach upon first seeing the grisly aftermath of the explosion. The subsequent minutes had done little to bring color back to his face. “So what does that mean?” he asked.

			“Odds are it means the doros caught up with them, and when we follow their trail, we’ll find the marines slaughtered. But we also might find the doros… and if we do, we can pay them back.”

			Alistair frowned. “There’s no chance that the marines are still alive?”

			“There’s always a chance.”

			Subs tracked the obvious path left by the marines and the doros. It was clear that both groups had been in a hurry; neither had made any effort to hide its presence. Leaves were bent, plants had broken stocks, and prints were everywhere.

			There were far more doro tracks than marine. And that was after a considerable number of the dog-men had been shredded in the explosion at the temple.

			Alistair held his rifle at the ready. His eyes were wide and unblinking. “Should we be ready to fight?” 

			“We were supposed to be ready to fight as soon as we stepped into the jungle. Psydon’s a war zone, remember?” answered Subs.

			The basic rolled his eyes. “Right, I get that, Dark Ops. But—i what I mean is: Is this it? Are we about to catch up to them and mix it up?” 

			As if in answer to this question, a distant snapping and shuffling of dry underbrush sounded in the distance, followed by the barking growls of doro conversation. 

			Subs motioned for Alistair and the bot to hide. The three of them slipped into a thorny, black-leaved swath of undergrowth, disappearing completely from view.

			A band of doros emerged from the direction in which the tracks led. They moved casually, with rifles slung over their shoulders. 

			Subs’s first thought was that this group had just returned from destroying the marines. But missing were any signs of battlefield plunder. The dog-men commonly took weapons, flak jackets, and accessories from the Republic’s battlefield dead. But these were dressed up like vanilla doro insurgents, in a mishmash of khaki military fatigues and green pajama-like jumpers, and their weapons were old, Independent Arms–model blaster rifles popular with non-Republic militias. 

			So Subs adjusted his thinking. These doros likely had no idea what had occurred here, nor that they were traversing a trail used by Republic marines scant hours earlier. 

			Still… that didn’t mean he could let them go. 

			He waited for the doros—they were seven of them—to pass him by, then noiselessly emerged from the undergrowth behind them, a grenade in hand. He stalked the pack’s trailing member, creeping closer and closer until he could literally reach out and touch the dog-man. 

			He hung the live fragger onto the doro’s belt loop.

			Before the doro had the chance to bark out a warning or turn to see what had caught its pants, Subs shoved him forward. The doro stumbled, crashing into the rest of the group, while Subs dove for cover behind a tree.

			The grenade exploded right in the midst of the pack. 

			Subs rolled back into view, a mist of smoke and blood still hanging in the air. All the insurgents were down. 

			Alistair came out from hiding with a look of awe on his face. “That was the most frightening and incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Subs was already moving among the doros, using his knife to end the lives of those who—though not moving—were just barely hanging on. Wet mercy killings, but not worth the depletion of a charge pack. “Any leej can do that. It’s the first thing they teach you at the Academy.”

			Alistair shook his head. “I’ve watched plenty of legionnaire combat holos. That’s Dark Ops voodoo and you know it.”

			Subs cleaned his blade on the khaki uniform of the last doro. “Maybe. How’s your stomach?”

			Alistair looked to the side. “It’s fine. Earlier… It was just the smell more than anything else.” 

			Subs nodded, knowing the truth of that statement. He’d had his helmet on when they’d arrived at the temple, but he’d seen enough battlefields to know what the basic was talking about. “Jungle has a way of really making things stink, doesn’t it?”

			Alistair nodded grimly. The glamor of it all—experiencing the ruthlessness of combat with a legionnaire—it was starting to lose its sheen.

			The medical bot strode into the midst of the dead doros. “I see that, once again, there are no beings for me to treat.”

			“Sorry about that,” said Subs. “But I can almost guarantee we’ll make use of you before we get back to the base.”

			The bot nodded. “I am not sure that what you guarantee is a thing I should hope comes to pass.”

			Subs sheathed his knife. “You and me both. You and me both.”
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			Wash felt the effects of the hard marching keenly as they stepped past the jungle tree line into a vast, rock-strewn open stretch of land—Cuchin Valley. Poro-Poro Peak stood tall on the opposite side.

			The marines filed along, weariness weighing heavily on them. You could see it in the hanging heads, the slumped shoulders, the listless eyes as they moved into the open field, each man panting, trapped in his own personal trial. Carry on… or die.

			They’d lost the doros somewhere back in the jungle, but not before driving them back with a firefight that claimed the life of a marine whose name Wash couldn’t remember. He felt shame at that. Felt like he should know the man’s name, even if it had only been a day. Because it felt like they’d all been together much longer. A bond had been forged.

			Sergeant Shotton was being carried by Denturo and Corpsman Hellix in a makeshift stretcher they’d lashed together after losing the dog-men. Wash had carried him the whole way prior to that, and his body was punishing him for it now.

			The two marines halted next to Wash, allowing their sergeant to get a view of the open terrain, the ridges, and the valley.

			“It’s gonna be a hard climb down and then back up to the other side after all this,” Shotton said, shoveling a slab of processed meat in gravy from a ration pouch into his mouth.

			Though Wash hadn’t called for it, the marines had dropped gear and were hydrating and refueling with water and rations. Perhaps their action was triggered by the crisp breeze sweeping down from the ridges; it felt like magic after so much time in the steaming jungle. A bit more marching would have let the patrol rest behind the cover of the boulder-studded ridge that rose up before falling away down into the valley, but Wash didn’t have the heart to tell everyone to get up and head that way. They were exhausted. Running on fumes. And the rations these marines were downing—the last of what they had—wouldn’t even make up for the calories they’d depleted just reaching this point.

			Still, they had made it.

			“It’ll be tough,” Wash agreed. “But we can’t just stay here in the open. Ten minutes, then we need to get dug into that ridge. You and anyone else Corpsman Hellix says needs to stay behind will remain there, and I’ll make the run with Berlin to the other side to see about getting the comm transmission out.”

			Shotton leaned back on his stretcher, closing his eyes against the cloudy skies overhead. “I hate being a liability like this. Shoulda had my knees fixed and let someone else take my place.”

			“I don’t think we could have done any of this without you, Sergeant,” Wash said, placing a hand on the man’s shoulder.

			“Bunch of queers,” spat Denturo. But Wash could see that the big man agreed with the sentiment.

			“Who’s minding the store?” Shotton asked.

			“Parker’s still back there, watching for any doros who picked up the trail again.”

			“Let’s hope we lost ’em for good,” said Hellix. “The men are about at their limit.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Denturo growled. “I could do this all kelhorned day. Hey! Which one of you’s got my ruck?”

			“I do,” said a marine. “And you can have it back. Thing weighs a ton.”

			He dropped a massive pack at Denturo’s feet.

			Denturo glared at the man. “Careful with that. My girl’s inside there.”

			The big marine’s “girl” was a massive, rapid-fire portable blaster cannon capable of bringing down a shuttle if he got one in its sights. Wash had seen Denturo clean it obsessively when they weren’t patrolling… or running away from doros. He carried it along with his service rifle, but so far hadn’t used it in battle. The unwieldy thing required a heavy, non-standard charge pack, and Denturo hadn’t yet deemed its use necessary.

			But now he was apparently changing his mind. The big marine began to assemble the weapon as his compatriots rested and ate. He strapped the whole rig to his body, hoisting the heavy barrel onto his thigh.

			“Way I see it,” he said, “we’re either gettin’ rescued or the dog-men are gonna kill us. And I ain’t dyin’ today.”

			“Glad to hear it,” Wash said. He looked around at the rest of the marines. “Everybody, I know it sucks, but we need to make for the ridge ahead. Once we’re behind those rocks, we’ll take a good, long break. But out here… we’re sitting in the open.”

			A couple of marines moaned, but Sergeant Shotton was on them in an instant. “You heard the man and you know he’s right. Get your asses off the ground unless you wanna take a permanent rest when the doros come and put a blaster bolt through those thick skulls of yours!”

			Reluctantly, the patrol picked up their weapons and began to trudge across the clearing toward the ridge.

			“You all look like a basic just stole your girlfriend!” chided Sergeant Shotton. “Pick it up, Marines!”

			The men moved faster, but by no means fast.

			The exception was Parker, who came sprinting from the jungle, holding his helmet to his head, his chin straps flapping in the wind. “Doro! Comin’ this way! Right behind me!”

			As if to verify the truth of the sniper’s cry, an errant blaster shot sizzled overhead, and the marines dropped for cover.

			Wash pointed at Berlin and Hellix. “You two! Carry Sergeant to the ridge. Now!”

			The two men hoisted Shotton up and ran as fast as they could to the rocky haven that was the ridge.

			Wash ordered the rest of the marines to stay down. There was no cover to speak of. He kicked himself for not making the team move to the ridge sooner.

			The marines, lying prone, charged their rifles and kept them fixed on the tree line some fifty yards away. Parker swiftly joined their ranks, but Wash motioned for him to continue onward.

			“Get up on those rocks and set up. We’ll need some covering fire in order to reach you.” Wash kicked the boots of the two marines nearest him. “Go with Parker and be ready to support us while we draw back.”

			The doros erupted from the jungle, blasters blazing. Energy bolts danced around Wash where he stood shouting instructions. It didn’t dawn on him the courage he was showing under fire. He just… made sure things got done.

			But the marines noticed. And it motivated them to fight through their fatigue. They hammered back, dropping the doros as they advanced. 

			An incoming shot sizzled so close to Wash’s head that he felt the heat against his ear and heard the bolt cracking past him. He turned as if to watch the bolt fly by and saw one of the two marines running after Parker drop hard to the ground, shot in the back.

			Corpsman Hellix reached the ridge and set Shotton down behind cover. As Berlin, Parker, and the other marine set up to return fire, Hellix turned and sprinted through a hail of blaster bolts to get back to the downed marine. He reached the kid’s side, knelt down, and rolled the man onto his side.

			Wash returned his attention to the battle and added his own rifle to the mix. The doros were slowed, but they definitely weren’t stopped. 

			Wash’s hands were trembling from adrenaline. He dropped to a knee to stabilize. The intense flash of all the incoming fire dazzled his eyes.

			There were too many doros and not enough cover for the marines. The dog-men could afford to expose themselves and take casualties; Wash didn’t have the same luxury.

			“Denturo! Is that gun set up? I need you to pour it onto them while the men pull back.”

			Denturo spat out a spent wad of stim. A strand of saliva thin as spider-silk drifted from his lip. “You can count on that.”

			The big marine jumped to his feet and added his blaster cannon to the mix. It sent furious sprays of fire into the advancing doro line, and for the moment, it completely halted the doros’ progress. The dog-men either dropped for cover or retreated back into the trees. If Denturo could do this all day, the marines could simply hang out in the open until help arrived.

			But the weapon’s charge pack wouldn’t last that long.

			At Wash’s shouted orders, the marines sprang to their feet and ran toward the safety of the ridge. Wash joined them, keenly listening to Denturo’s merciless fusillade for any hints of it letting up.

			It didn’t. But the charge pack had to be close to depletion after so much KTF.

			The marines were nearly to the ridge; in fact the fastest runners among them had already reached the safety of the protective boulders and rocky outcroppings.

			“Let’s get Denturo some covering fire!” shouted Wash.

			The marines put everything they had over the head of the hulking marine, attempting to replicate the withering fire he’d been laying down long enough for Denturo to join them. 

			The big man’s heavy blaster cannon ran dry just as the incoming barrage came in. Denturo shrugged off the heavy weapon’s rig, let it hit the ground, and turned and ran as fast as he was capable, bending down on his way to pick up the discarded rifle of the marine Hellix had been unable to save on the way to the ridge.

			With the suppressing fire reduced, the doros began to gather themselves, and sent shots chasing after Denturo. He ducked instinctively as blaster bolts streaked by him in both directions.

			Wash took a quick count. They’d taken casualties, but eight marines were left alive, plus Shotton, who was immobile but still in the fight. The survivors covered for each other as they leapfrogged toward the ridgeline. Wash stood out in the open, some twenty meters away from the rest of the team, taking a count of the enemy.

			The doros had been hit hard as well, but more than twenty of the dog-men were still in the field. The rest littered the open ground with their bodies.

			Denturo finally streaked by Wash and reached the other marines. He was gasping for air, and even in the confusion, Wash thought it was a good thing the marine had spit out his wad of stim before he’d started firing. There was no way he could have made the run without swallowing it, and the last thing they needed was for one of their rifles to be out of the fight, puking his insides up.

			“Get on up and find some cover!” Wash shouted.

			The doros were advancing, and Wash, being out in the open, was a magnet for their blaster fire. Shots arced all around him, impacting at his feet and sending up plumes of scorched rock and debris.

			“Get your ass up here behind some cover, you dumb leej!” screamed Denturo.

			Wash turned about-face and dashed up the ridge, hopping over a flat stone slab and landing firmly between Berlin and Sergeant Shotton. Both men were blasting away at the doro with their rifles. 

			Looking farther up the ridge, Wash could see the surviving marines doing the same. Parker was relentlessly dropping a dog-man with each disciplined squeeze of his trigger. Denturo, still sucking wind, was practically frothing at the mouth as he sent charge pack after charge pack into the advancing aliens.

			Shouldering his rifle to join in the fight, Wash saw that the doros had been reinforced from the jungle. Even though more of them had fallen, there were still perhaps twenty fighters. 

			Berlin suddenly dropped, his palm pressed against his helmet, his back against the cover of the boulder.

			“Check him out!” demanded Sergeant Shotton.

			Wash ducked down. “You all right, buddy?”

			Berlin looked okay. There were no blaster scorches on his armor, nor any telltale blood seepage indicating that some shrapnel or other projectile had gotten through the armor’s seams.

			“Somebody’s talking to me through my helmet,” Berlin said. “He says he’s with Dark Ops and that we need to stop shooting toward the tree line.”
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			Subs first began to hear the L-comm chatter when he was within a kilometer of Cuchin Valley. It wasn’t standard legionnaire transmissions; it sounded more like someone was panting and speaking without knowing his comm was on.

			And that told Subs that the person wearing the helmet was someone who, technically, wasn’t supposed to possess one. 

			It was a point.

			Since it sounded like the point was in the middle of a firefight, and since Subs wasn’t close enough to do anything about it, he waited to make contact until he could better assess the situation.

			Now he, the med bot, and Alistair were on their stomachs trying to avoid the incoming marine blaster fire that ripped through the jungle. About eight doro were likewise hugging the dirt about ten yards ahead of them. Beyond the trees, another dozen or more were attempting to take a ridge where the marines were holed up.

			Those marines had good position, but it wouldn’t last long. Subs needed to link up with them—for his sake as much as their own. The sounds of the jungle had told him for some time now that he was traveling just ahead of another dog-man force—perhaps even a company-sized element—that had materialized out of nowhere. Like the jungle was hiding a big doro base in this sector that had escaped the Republic’s notice. And when those doros arrived, Subs didn’t want to still be lying here in the jungle.

			“You heard me right,” Subs answered the point over the L-comm. The doros ahead of him were oblivious to his presence, utterly blind to the fact that he was orchestrating their deaths. “I need you to stop firing so I can destroy a pack of doros you have pinned down. You and your marines can then focus on the doros making their way toward your position.”

			Subs listened as the point relayed the message to someone else. Maybe the marine sergeant. Or maybe to the guy Subs thought was in Nether Ops. Either way, it was clear that the point Subs was speaking to wasn’t the one calling the shots.

			“So, I’m supposed to ask for the authenticator challenge,” said the point.

			Subs ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip, trying to keep calm. Soldiers were trained a certain way, and you had to know how to deal with that training. Just like bots were programmed in certain ways and you just had to know how to deal with that programming. And points… they were essentially civilians who were unqualified to be in a war zone. Subs would have to deal with that reality. 

			It would do no good pointing out in frustration that he was communicating over L-comm, and that therefore his authentication signal would be popping up on the point’s HUD. 

			“Six rendered truces waddle shellacked ruby nine.” 

			Subs heard the point relay the passkey.

			The point came back and said, “He says that was last week’s passkey.”

			“It is, and I don’t have this week’s, and it’s a long story why. I’m DO-13-RD, and if you want Dark Ops help, you need to do what I’m asking and quit the suppressing fire in the jungle. Otherwise, I’m gonna have no choice but to bug out.”

			Of course, Subs had no intention of leaving those marines. But he thought the threat might spur the point into doing what he needed to do.

			“Okay,” said the point. “Going to cease fire and focus on the doros trying to get at the ridge. They’ve taken cover behind the rocks below us and we can’t get a clear shot at them anymore, but we’ll make sure they don’t get any closer.”

			Likely the doros were only waiting for their reinforcements to arrive and end the whole thing, Subs thought. He considered suggesting they toss down grenades, but the marines would have done so on their own initiative if they had any.

			“Understood. I’ll do what I can to clear them out once I take care of the dog-men behind the tree line.” 

			Subs stood up even though the marine suppressing fire continued on, trusting it would cease as promised. He needed to leverage those critical extra moments to advance on the doros still hugging the dirt in front of him.

			The incoming marine blaster fire abruptly stopped as Subs sprinted toward the doros. He reached them just as they were starting to push themselves up off the ground, evidently thinking that their pack brothers had finished the job out by the ridge. 

			Subs switched his blaster’s selector to full auto and, without a word, opened up on the dog-men. 

			They dropped back to the ground they had been clutching moments before, mixing their blood and dying breaths with the jungle soil. The engagement lasted all of five seconds.

			Subs motioned for Alistair and the bot to come forward. He preemptively told the machine, “No survivors. We need to move quickly now.”

			As the trio crept toward the tree line, Subs let the marines know they were coming. “The doros in the jungle are dead, and now three of us are about to come out into the open. Do not open fire on us. Copy?”

			“Okay. Thank you. We won’t shoot you.” Then the point, still not knowing how to mute his L-comm, relayed the request to those around him. “Nobody shoot at the Dark Ops guys when they come out of the jungle!”

			* * *

			Wash peeked around the boulder he used as shared cover. The doros had managed to advance to a point where they were no longer in the open, though they’d paid a hefty price to get there. The dog-men and marines were now playing a game of cat-and-mouse, each side popping out long enough to try to find a target of opportunity and then slink back behind cover to avoid becoming a target themselves. 

			In short, what had been a hot and heavy blaster fight petered out into the sporadic report of a few errant bolts flying in either direction. It would be a great time to toss a grenade down on the doros, but Wash was totally out after the action at the temple, and evidently so were the marines.

			Thankfully the doros seemed to be equally ill-equipped. 

			Berlin was communicating with someone over L-comm who professed to be a member of Dark Ops. Wash wondered how the ultra-elite and obscenely dangerous operators had managed to find them out here. Maybe someone had noticed that he wasn’t answering resupply audits after all.

			The speaker’s passkey was stale, but Wash imagined that if this was a doro trick, the doros wouldn’t have been throwing themselves into the meat grinder until after their deception had had a chance to succeed or fail. So he’d ordered the marines to halt what had been a steady stream of suppressive fire into the jungle. If this was in fact a doro trick, it would give them the opportunity to strengthen their numbers at the foot of the ridge. And if their numbers were sufficient to swarm up the ridge, Wash didn’t think he or anyone else would survive.

			And they had to survive. They were so close to where they needed to get. A swift descent down into the picturesque valley studded with immense gray rock formations brushed with leafy greens growing from ancient, weathered crags like bonsai plants. A run across the creek running down the middle of the valley—more of a canyon bottom in spite of what the maps said. And then on up the other side, which had a much more gradual incline. Then the climb up Poro-Poro itself.

			Easy.

			Even if it was a death trap should the doro artillery descend between the canyon walls.

			Wash looked into the trees, watching for some evidence that he’d made the right call in telling the marines to cease their suppressive fire. He saw a sudden flashing in the darkness, deeper within the jungle, like localized lightning that temporarily revealed the rainforest’s features in sudden contrast among the deep dark shadows.

			“Well, something just happened,” commented Sergeant Shotton. 

			Wash nodded, then forced himself to look down at the boulders where the doros were now holed up. They hadn’t moved.

			“Okay,” Berlin said over his external comm. “He says he just wiped out all the doros we had pinned down in the jungle.”

			That was a good thing, if true. But the proof would be in what happened next.

			“Now he says he’s coming out and that we shouldn’t shoot him.” 

			Wash nodded. “Pass the word on,” he said, meaning for Sergeant Shotton to do it, but Berlin shouted to the marines instead.

			“Nobody shoot at the Dark Ops guys when they come out of the jungle!”

			Wash strained his eyes to see who, if anyone, would emerge from the jungle. For a long while no one appeared, as though they were taking extra care not to bound out and draw friendly fire. And then, like ghosts rising from the grave, a lone, black-armored Dark Ops legionnaire appeared. 

			So it was true. 

			Dark Ops had come to save the day. They would take control of the situation, and finally all of this would be over. 

			Wash watched in rapt attention as a medical bot followed the legionnaire from out of the jungle. And following the machine was… a basic?

			Wash shook his head. This was shaping up to be an unorthodox quick reaction force, to be sure. But then, two points and a recon marine team wasn’t exactly textbook either. And in any case, the med bot made sense; it could certainly be put to good use—although Wash had always thought the Dark Ops kill teams relied on each other for emergency medical help. As for the basic… maybe he was a liaison for the Republic Army. 

			A small burst of blaster fire zinged down from one of the marines above. Keeping a peeking doro honest.

			The Dark Ops legionnaire moved swiftly to within forty yards of the doros hiding at the base of the ridge. He dropped to one knee and held up his hand to let Wash know that he was about to take action. Then he casually took aim and sent a blaster bolt sailing into the back of the rearmost rock, presumably killing the doro that hid behind it. The next shot was just as smooth and effortless. So was the next, and the next.

			Four times the Dark Ops leej squeezed his trigger, and if the rumored prowess of the operators were to believed—and Wash knew they were—that meant four dead doros. At least half the number of those pressing up against the ridge—though in the chaos, getting a sure count hadn’t been possible.

			It took that same number of shots for the doros to realize what was happening. Wash could hear them barking and growling frantically. One of them stuck its head out from behind a rock for a second too long—and had it removed, courtesy of Parker.

			Then blaster fire began to fly from the bottom of the ridge toward the Dark Ops legionnaire.

			The operator held his ground and carefully aimed his rifle even as doro shots sizzled past him. He sent back three return bolts coolly—almost casual in his unflinching performance—and the blaster fire coming from the ridge ceased.

			The legionnaire lowered his rifle to the ready position before motioning for the bot and basic to move with him forward. 

			“Holy sket,” Berlin said. “He’s saying over the comm that they’re all dead now.”

			Wash looked out at the legionnaire, who gave him a casual salute, just a flick of his wrist, before jogging toward the ridge as the bot and basic scrambled to catch up to him. It dawned on Wash at that moment that all of this was the action of a single, lethal operator. 

			The Dark Ops leej, the bot, and the basic would be all the help that was coming. 
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			“Hey! Where’s Hellix?” called a marine to Wash’s right. “I think my ear got shot off.”

			One side of the marine’s face was streaked with sweat and blood. His ear was mangled, dark, and grisly, so much so that Wash couldn’t tell whether the ear was gone or not. But it was certain that at least part of it was no longer there.

			“Corpsman up!” shouted Sergeant Shotton.

			There was no reply from among the ridge.

			“Hellix!” shouted Denturo, looking odd without a wad of stim in his lip. “Hustle your ass down here!”

			Still no answer.

			“Parker!” Shotton yelled, his voice echoing across the rocks where the marines were wedged. “You see where Hellix was?”

			“Yes, sir,” a standing Parker replied. He shouldered his rifle and began skipping across rocks, hopping from overhang to overhang and making a beeline to where Hellix had taken cover. The speed of his movement was a testament to his agility—he was like some kind of suicidal mountain goat. And with each landing, the amplified sound of his boots and gear could be heard over the grim silence. 

			Finally, he called out. “Oh, sket! Hellix is hit bad.”

			It was with that announcement that the Dark Ops legionnaire and his team—if that’s what it could be called—arrived.

			Wash wasted no time with formalities. “We’ve got a man wounded up there. Can your bot get to him or do we need to bring him down?”

			“I am capable of climbing,” said the bot. “I will attend to the wounded now.” 

			The bot took to the rocks easily. It was nowhere as agile as Parker, but it impressed Wash with the way it was able to keep its otherwise lithe frame stable as it moved ever upward.

			“Gotta do me a favor, Lieutenant,” Shotton said, grimacing down at his knee. “Go up there and be with Hellix. I can’t with my leg, but he deserves that much.”

			Wash nodded and started upward. As he climbed the rocks, he heard the Dark Ops legionnaire speaking behind him. “I need to know who’s in charge of this operation.”

			That was Berlin, and Wash would have to leave his friend to go over things—and take the heat—with the operator. There was a reckoning coming, and it was time both points faced it. 

			Wash scrambled up the ridge, arriving by Parker’s side—and Hellix’s—at just about the same time as the bot. Hellix was conscious and in pain. His hand was clamped down on what was clearly a gut shot. The powerful punch of the blaster bolt had ripped through his flak vest at its zippered seam.

			Parker was squeezing Hellix’s other hand, and from the somewhat uncomfortable expression on the sniper’s face, Wash could tell that Hellix was squeezing back with all his strength. 

			Good, thought Wash. That’s good. His strength hasn’t left him. He still has some fight.

			The medical bot crouched and made itself compact, seeming to fold in on itself in order to squeeze between the rocks to get close to Hellix. “Regretfully,” the bot said, “I do not have your medical records and am unable to download them. However, I shall endeavor to do my best with my knowledge of human anatomy and physiology.” 

			The bot tilted its head toward the gut shot. “I will need to have an unobstructed look at your wound, Corpsman Hellix. Kindly move your hand.”

			When Hellix didn’t—either because he wasn’t present enough to hear the request or because he was simply unwilling to take it away—Parker nodded at Wash, prodding him to do it.

			Wash gently took the corpsman’s hand in his own and moved it away. Hellix didn’t fight him.

			The wound was ghastly: a fist-sized hole right in Hellix’s stomach, blistered around the edges from the heat of the blaster bolt. The impact had punched pieces of the flak jacket inside the corpsman. Everything looked raw and ugly. 

			Wash knew enough about combat injuries to know that what he was seeing was not good.

			The medical bot’s head tilted from one side to the other. Its optics focused and zoomed, making miniscule servo clicks and whines. It looked like a curious child examining a butterfly for the first time.

			After studying the wound intensely and scanning Hellix from head to foot, the bot held out its thin, mechanical arm. A syringe popped out of a compartment on its wrist. The bot rolled up Hellix’s sleeve, exposing the man’s shoulder. “I have something for you, and then I will have to go and assess any others. A marine below has lost eighty percent of an ear.”

			The bot placed its hand on Hellix’s arm and caressed it in a soothing motion. But Wash could see the needle lunge forward and inject its contents into the corpsman’s body like venom from an insect’s stinger. 

			The bot stood. “You are a brave marine, Corpsman Hellix. The Republic and any who know you should be proud.”

			And then it turned and headed down the rocks. 

			“Hey!” Parker shouted after the machine. “Don’t walk away! He’s hurt. He needs help. You gotta stay with him, man.”

			The medical bot turned its head as if it wanted to reply, but something in its programming was prohibiting it.

			Hellix was still holding Parker’s hand. “It’s all right, Park.” The corpsman’s voice sounded melodic and dreamlike. The bot must have injected him with some kind of pain-suppressing narcotic. “The bot just means that it’s done what it can. I’m not making it off Psydon alive.”

			“What?” Parker sounded like he couldn’t believe it. Not when Dark Ops had just arrived. Not when a Republic medical bot was here just when they needed it.

			“It’s okay,” Hellix said, somewhat more feebly, but no less strong in his conviction. “I’ve made my peace. And I don’t feel bad about it. Had to happen someday, right? I don’t feel bad… I don’t feel… anything right now except… good. I feel good.”

			Parker leaned down, not letting go of his friend’s hand. “Don’t get all defeatist on me, buddy. Hang in there.”

			Wash could see that some of the other marines were craning their necks, watching the bot as it descended, wondering what was going on. 

			“I…” began Wash. Then stopped. The simple utterance of words seemed somehow… sacrilegious. As if he had no right to be speaking out loud in such a pivotal moment in a man’s life. His mind supplied him with an abundance of phrases to say. They were all memorable, worthy things… in isolation. Things he’d read others saying at times like this. In the history texts. In the holofilms. 

			You did all that could ever be asked.

			Your sacrifice will never be forgotten. 

			You did good, kid. You did good.

			Each of these sounded, phony, hollow, forced. Unworthy of the final moments of the corpsman’s life. But Shotton had sent Wash up to be here, to see through the hard reality of men wounded because they followed orders. 

			Because they followed two points into the Psydon wilds.

			Wash looked down at the dying man. “I’m sorry,” he said. 

			The other marines began to climb up the ridge, aware of the fate that had befallen their friend. He was not the first of their number to be lost, but he was the man who had most devoted his time and energy to helping them. Patching their wounds. Caring for them. Trying to save them. 

			As the marines gathered, Wash felt out of place and began to make his way back down. 

			On the descent, he passed Denturo, who clapped him on the shoulder. “Sucks, man.”

			Wash nodded. It did suck. And yet somehow the marine pausing to take the time to commiserate with him made him feel a little better. 
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			Subs couldn’t believe what he was hearing from the point major. He’d expected some cock and bull story. Some kind of excuse for why the point had had to bend, if not break, the chain of Legion command and put not only his own life, but the lives of these marines in danger.

			He didn’t go into the conversation angry. He knew the point would pay the price for his decision. If anything, this might in the end be a good thing for the Legion, if not for the lives lost. The brass in Legion command would be well-supplied with the ammunition necessary to sink the House of Reason’s appointment program once and for all. 

			But instead of scrambling to cover his rear, Major Berlin was open and candid. He talked about how he felt as though he had been missing the war, and how a future career in politics would be greatly benefited by him seeing action. And how that was something that the Legion—quite rightly, in Subs’s opinion—would never allow to happen. So he used his rank to get a team of recon marines and a SLIC crew to move out dangerously deep into the jungle. 

			If nothing else, Subs admired the point’s brutal honesty. Most of what he’d heard about this special class of officers was that they were feckless, conniving liars who would do anything to help themselves. Men who would throw you under the repulsor bus as soon as you look at you. But Berlin was making it clear that all the responsibility rested on his shoulders.

			And then Berlin shared some news that utterly floored Subs. The team had somehow stumbled across an enemy outpost holding Republic prisoners of war.

			They neutralized it—and while Subs could rebuke the point for his inability to save the POWs, given the circumstances described—details that were backed up by the marine sergeant—Subs wasn’t sure even a legionnaire assault could have spared the POWs’ lives. That was the sort of thing you sent in Dark Ops for.

			The presence of Republic prisoners in that sector of jungle—one relatively close to Firebase Hitchcock but deemed by Republic strategists to be unoccupied—said something about the doros’ ability to disappear into the terrain. The cunning dog-men were setting up where their enemy was not, a critical factor in waging a successful war. And yet they were also sending their forces each night in fierce attacks against Legion positions. Launching attacks from exactly where Republic intelligence said they were all concentrated. 

			The doros were cleverer than Subs had thought.

			That fact made the major’s next bombshell more believable. So despite how decidedly unbelievable it was on its surface, Subs had no doubt about its veracity. 

			“Mobile artillery platforms,” said Berlin. “The prisoner we rescued—Tierney—she’d been taken back and forth between the camp and the mobile base for interrogations. So we followed the direction where she’d told us she’d last seen them. The things are massive. The guns themselves move on a base that sort of… well, I don’t know what you’d call it. Not terraforming in the strictest sense, but they literally pick up the jungle, carry it over their frame, and set it back down behind them. It’s like they have this sort of perfect…” Berlin snapped his fingers, searching for the right word.

			“A constant camouflage,” Sergeant Shotton supplied. 

			“Yeah. Like the platforms are always moling their way just below Psydon’s surface, with only the guns sticking out right in the midst of the rest of the jungle. It’s no wonder no one has seen them.”

			“Did you actually witness them firing?” asked Subs. That was the other thing that had been baffling the Republic. Even when operating, these artillery cannons left no visible trace, no telltale flash of hellfire.

			“No. Never saw them fire in person. But we heard them after we’d marked the spot and left.”

			The man who’d gone up with the medical bot, the potential Nether Ops guy, came back down and interjected himself into the conversation. “I got a pretty good look at the guns.”

			“This is Lieutenant Washam,” said Berlin. “But everybody calls him Wash.”

			Subs shook the man’s hand, and suddenly remembered that Alistair was standing nearby, looking unsure what he should be doing. “I’m Sergeant Major Boyd, but call me Subs. It’s less of a mouthful. My friend here is Specialist Alistair Loewns. He came with me from Firebase Hitchcock—the only one willing—just on the outside chance you didn’t all get yourselves killed. So even though he’s a basic, he’s one who deserves your respect.”

			Alistair brightened at this introduction. He gave a fractional nod.

			Wash nodded in return. “I’m grateful for you both. The bot came at the right time, too.”

			As the man shook Alistair’s hand, Subs studied him. He had the bearings of a legionnaire. Rigid posture, standing tall. But there was also a sadness in his eyes that Subs didn’t quite know what to make of. And if he was a legionnaire, he was ridiculously out of uniform.

			“I’m going to cut right to the skinny here, Lieutenant Washam, because I need to know every card I’m dealing with. Are you in the Nether?”

			Wash stared at him blankly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Nether Ops. If you’re in, let’s not play dumb. I’m a short hop to retirement and I don’t need any more medals. I won’t take credit for finding the artillery, Nether Ops can take all the credit. I don’t care. But I do need to know.”

			“No,” Wash said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s Nether Ops?”

			Subs examined the man for a beat. “So what are you, then? Because legionnaires have armor. That’s sort of part of our shtick.” 

			“He’s Legion,” insisted Berlin. “Appointed by Delegate Roman Horkoshino, same as me. But he’s different. He actually passed the Academy on his own merits—just like all you other legionnaires do. He’s a point… but he’s a sharp one.”

			“Is that so?” said Subs, not believing it for an instant. He’d heard enough about points flaunting outright disorderly disobedience in the Academy and thereafter to know better.

			“It’s the truth, Sergeant Major,” said Shotton. “I’ve served alongside enough legionnaires in my time—I’m not far from retirement myself—to know a leej when I see one. He thinks Legion, he walks Legion… hell, he was able to haul my butt all the way from the ruins to here on his back. And he fights like a caged devil, same as the rest of you bunch.”

			During all that praise, Wash looked down. Perhaps embarrassed, though humble was the word that came to Subs’s mind. Humility wasn’t always how a leej carried himself, but some of them did. And Subs always felt that the ones who went through their service showing humility… those were the best the Legion had.

			Whether Wash was the real deal as his friends insisted, or if he had pulled the wool over their eyes the same way Major Berlin had the SLIC crew and recon marines, ultimately didn’t matter. Subs was with them now, and if they had the approximate location of the doro artillery in their possession, it was crucial that word reached Legion command as quickly as possible.

			“In the jungle, behind me,” Subs said, “was a large force. They were slow-moving because of numbers, but I’m thinking now that they’re a detachment from that mobile artillery platform you all saw.” 

			Berlin looked over his shoulder, watching the tree line for their arrival. 

			“Which most likely means that the artillery division knows there’s a Republic presence in the jungle who may have a bead on their location. And so they’re gonna do two things: One, move that artillery as far from here as they can as quickly as they can. And two, send those doros to kill us to keep us from ever letting anyone else know about it.”

			Wash nodded. “Our plan was to cross the valley and do an all-hail from Poro-Poro Peak.”

			Subs looked at the round rock formation on the other side of the shallow valley. That was a good bet. Much as he’d tried, he’d been unable to reach anyone over L-comm except Berlin. There wasn’t another legionnaire in range for a good distance. So unless they were able to maximize their comm range… they were stuck. 

			But that didn’t mean the plan was an easy one.

			“You go down in that valley, and you’re gonna be visible to just about every doro around. A major topographical spot like that, you can bet the doro already have it zeroed in with their guns.”

			“Well, is there any alternative?” asked Wash. His tone wasn’t challenging; he spoke as if genuinely seeking input on the best course of action.

			“Potentially. Once Firebase Hitchcock gets its long-range comms back online, Captain Garcia there is supposed to scramble SLICs to come looking for us in this general direction. The comms may well be up by now, given the time. If we see the SLICs nearby, we can pop some flares and get them to pick us up.”

			“How long might that be?” Sergeant Shotton asked.

			“No telling,” said Alistair, speaking up for the first time. “The necessary parts were supposed to be in already, and I know the tech will get working on it right away. The rest of the base is probably geared up to rock and roll—but you know how supply schedules go.”

			“Do I ever,” Wash said, a hint of a smile behind his lips.

			“Whenever they arrive,” Subs said, “hopefully the mobile platforms will still be close enough that a targeted carpet bombing of the jungle can catch up to them and take the artillery out.”

			Alistair looked doubtful. “I dunno if we want to pin our hopes on Hitchcock, Dark Ops. We traveled a pretty long way from the listening bugs to reach this place. If that’s the first place they show up, they won’t have much time to do a sweeping search before they have to refuel…”

			His meaning was clear. There was no guarantee the SLICs would be coming to the rescue. Flares or no flares, Subs and the others were nowhere near where the SLICs would expect them to be.

			Subs ground his teeth together. The kid was right. “Well, it’s a tight spot, make no mistake. We can wait it out and hope the doros take a wrong turn and the SLICs find us here… or we can try to force the issue by crossing that valley.”

			Berlin, in a voice that caught Subs off guard due to its intensity and steadfastness, said, “Then we’ve got to move across the valley. I mean, even if we knew for sure the SLICs were coming, we still need to get ahold of the Republic as quickly as possible because those artillery platforms have to be destroyed. We’re thinking about our lives, but taking those things out will easily save lives a thousand times more than our own.”

			What the point was saying was true. There was simply no argument against it, and Subs knew it. They would have to cross the valley. “Okay. Yeah. Let’s do it.”

			Wash looked from Sergeant Shotton to Subs. “Do you think your bot can do anything for his knee? He can’t run, and we aren’t going to leave him here alone.”

			Shotton rolled his eyes and clenched his teeth. “Oba. Just leave me here, dammit.”

			Subs was about to explain that the bot could carry Shotton with ease, so long as no one else needed the stretcher, when a blaster bolt sizzled wide of the group, crashing into the rocks in a shower of sparks and stone.

			“Doros!” shouted one of the marines above.

			Everyone scattered for cover, hurling themselves behind rocks as the incoming fire intensified.

			Subs swung around to see a horde of doros moving out from the tree line. They’d caught up. 

			It was too late.
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			The doros wasted no time pressing their assault on the ridge. The Republic soldiers were pinned behind rocks. The basic was practically curled up into a ball. Blaster fire zinked around them, impacting against the stone protection. Subs knew that if they didn’t act quickly, this fight would be over before it started. 

			“Everybody get your rifles up and return fire! Return fire right now!”

			The reality was that there were far too many doros for him and the marines to keep at bay indefinitely. The best they could do was to make them suffer for crossing the distance between the jungle and the ridge. And they could only do that much if they got up from behind their cover and actually started dusting them. Because every second that went by where they didn’t contest the doros’ advance shaved away minutes of continued survival.

			“I said get those rifles up! Fire your weapons!”

			To their credit, the two appointed legionnaires listened to Subs without hesitation. No sooner had he shouted the command than they both popped up, hugging the stones to keep as small a profile as possible, and sent effective blaster fire toward the advancing enemy. 

			The unarmored one, Wash, was much more accurate with his shooting, taking careful aim and generally scoring hits at center mass. The other was less disciplined, but he made up for that by carrying a high-cycle rifle that required him to do little more than squeeze the trigger and let the weapon put in the hard work. Subs had used one of those when he was in the regular Legion; it wasn’t as lethal as a standard rifle, or as accurate, but it had very little recoil. The major was using this to his advantage, adjusting in real time when he missed the mark and walking his fire back, sweeping the blaster back and forth on the advancing dog-men until the barrel overheated and it flushed out a mandatory cooldown as it recycled its charge pack. 

			The few marines that remained were more of a mixed bag. Some of them were up and firing at Subs’s command, but about half picked up the fight only when their crippled sergeant screamed for them to do so.

			“Get your guns into this fight or else we’re as good as dead! And don’t let up! Don’t stop! Quittin’ is the same as dyin’!”

			The sergeant’s injury had done nothing to keep him out of the fight. The old hullbuster was lying down, scratching and fighting like a cornered wobanki, peering between two large stones and sending well-aimed fire into the doros. 

			The firing continued. Beyond the initial first moments, Subs was too busy dropping doros and changing charge packs to get a sense of what was happening around him. There was so much noise, so much blaster fire in both directions, that for all he knew he might be the last man alive. And if that was the case… well, there wasn’t much else he could do beyond what he was already doing.

			“Changing packs!” shouted someone—Wash, Subs thought. The point knew to do that much. He was actually helping out in this fight, something Subs hadn’t expected.

			Wash then sprinted over to Subs as blaster bolts zoomed nearby. The point crashed hard against the rock Subs used for cover. The kid wasn’t wearing any armor, and throwing his body into something so unforgiving surely didn’t feel nice.

			“Is there a problem, legionnaire?” Subs asked, not taking his eyes off the doros.

			“Yeah, I count about a hundred of them,” shot back the point.

			Subs smiled at the comment. “Pretty sure there’s still more comin’. They know that we know about the guns, and they’re gonna do everything they can to dust us.”

			“I know,” said Wash. “That’s why we gotta switch things up.”

			“You got a SLIC on a string that can make a gun run that I don’t know about?”

			“No, but if we can get across the valley we can still do an all-hail on the comm and try to get help to our location.”

			Subs didn’t see much of an alternative. He’d been trying to find someone—anyone—over L-comm, but he’d gotten absolutely nothing. No more legionnaires from Victory Company who just happened to be close enough for him to find while groping through the dark.

			Three doros sprinted on all fours to the head of the charging force. Subs tracked each one and dropped them with a single blaster bolt each. He then seamlessly changed his charge pack and slammed home a new one using only one hand. “Okay. Who’s the runner?”

			“I think it needs to be me,” Wash said. “I’m conditioned as good as any legionnaire, and I know how to use the L-comm.”

			“Yeah, but you don’t have a bucket,” Subs said, taking down two more doros.

			“Major Berlin does, and I can take his.”

			Subs thought this over. He trusted himself to get to the peak of Poro-Poro more than he did anyone else. But taking his gun out of this fight could have serious consequences for the marines. “Okay. That sounds good. I’ll keep in contact over L-comm. And if you don’t make it, I’ll be next up.”

			“Wish me luck.” Wash gave a fractional nod and left Subs to continue holding off the doros.

			“KTF!” Subs called after him. 

			He looked down at Alistair. The kid was still cowering behind the rock. Subs didn’t blame him. But the game now was to stay alive long enough for help to arrive. And that really did mean having every rifle in the fight.

			“Alistair, buddy, listen to me. I know you’re scared right now.” Subs shot out a doro throat. “But you need to use your weapon. They might kill you if you come out, but they’ll for damn sure kill you if they take this rock. And trust me when I say that the way they’ll do it will hurt a lot more.”

			This seemed to get through to the kid. He shook his head, took a deep breath, and sprang up firing his weapon.

			“All right!” crowed Subs. “You’re halfway to Dark Ops now, buddy!”

			* * *

			Wash moved from rock to rock, never slowing, but trying to make things as difficult as possible for the doros taking shots at him. At the same time, he had to be careful. A sprained ankle or wrenched knee would kill his plan before it had a chance to even get off the ground.

			Kill his plan, and kill these marines. He had to get across that valley if they were going to survive.

			He crashed behind the boulder from which Berlin was spraying blaster bolts. 

			“Where’d you go?” Berlin asked.

			“To see the Dark Ops leej. We can’t stay here, Berlin.”

			“Changing packs!” Berlin dropped down, removed his charge pack, and replaced it with a fresh one from his chest rig. He’d picked up the habit of calling out ammunition changes during the fight at the temple. It was something he should have learned in the Academy, but it was good to see he’d learned it now. “Well,” he said, “I don’t know what to say. I don’t see anywhere else we can go except up, and they’ll pick us off for sure if we start climbing.”

			“We need to get across that valley and up on the other side. We gotta call in the Republic for help.”

			Berlin looked at his friend, his face unreadable behind his bucket. “Well, if we’re gonna do it with all these doros coming, we better do it now. If they get any closer, they’ll for sure shoot anyone who tries to cross that valley.”

			He popped up above the rocks and began firing again.

			Wash almost wondered what he was doing for the fight, seeing how dedicated his friend was. He felt like a spectator in comparison. “I’m going right now, Berlin. And I need your bucket. The L-comm has a much better chance of reaching the Repub than anything else we’ve got.”

			“Why can’t Dark Ops go?” Berlin asked, looking back at Wash for a split second as he continued to fire into the doros.

			“You haven’t seen how much damage he’s doing. Every single shot kills at least one doro. We need him defending the ridge… not everyone can make this trip.”

			Berlin dropped back down. “Okay. Then we both go.”

			Wash shook his head. “Berlin, this isn’t gonna be easy. I gotta get down, run across, climb back up, and then scale Poro-Poro just to have a shot at making the call.”

			“I didn’t ask if it was easy, and I’m not gonna let you go it alone. I got us all into this, so I’m taking the trip. Besides, if anything happens to you, it’ll be better for you to have someone else there.”

			“You think you can carry me if I get hit?”

			“Not carry you, Wash. I mean keep going. If one of us gets hit, the other has to take the L-comm and keep going.”

			Wash considered whether to argue the point further. He could see that Berlin had that same stubbornly determined quality in his voice that he’d known since forever. And there wasn’t time for this. While the doros weren’t right on top of them yet, they were advancing, splitting up into smaller packs supported by heavy fire from the jungle tree line. How much longer would the joint Republic force on this ridge be able to hold them back? 

			“Okay. Dark Ops knows I’m going, so you better tell him over L-comm that you’re coming along.”

			“He already knows. He’s been listening in. He says it’s a better idea if we go together.” Berlin gave Wash his politician’s smile.

			Wash shook his head. The man was incorrigible. “On three, and then we run for the edge over there and start the climb down.”

			Berlin nodded.

			Wash counted down to their departure. “One… two… three!” 

			He leapt from the rock and began running for the drop-off into the canyon. Berlin’s footsteps crunched behind him. 

			The doros caught sight of them and sent blaster fire their way. Several bolts sizzled just a few feet in front of Wash, the dog-man shooters leading the target too much. But they soon adjusted, and the bolts were closer to his feet, kicking up rocks and dirt, causing him to squint, his eyes watering from the dust clouds. 

			When Wash reached the edge, he was greeted with a momentary bout of vertigo. The valley seemed to spin down below. But the climb would be short. After a sheer, vertical descent, the canyon wall let out to a still-steep, but manageable grade. This first part would be a stand-up climb, but after that they could descend using a crab-walk. They’d tumble head over heels if they tried running down.

			“You with me?” Wash shouted.

			The major practically ran right off the edge, using his momentum to take his legs over the side as he turned and fell onto his stomach. He scrambled for a panicked handhold, and finding one at the last second, began to climb down as if descending a ladder, picking out the ample toe and handholds studded in the canyon wall. “To the end, Wash!”
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			The two men moved from rocky handholds to sturdy hanging vines and rock-cliff trees growing from cracks in the canyon’s façade.

			Wash looked up into his left and saw a dog-man close to the jungle tree line pointing them out. Another was communicating with an old handheld comm device, while two more aimed blaster rifles in their direction. 

			All Wash could do was hope that they were lousy shots. 

			The doros opened up, and blaster bolts sizzled around them, some zipping past and striking the valley below, others crashing into the cliffside as they climbed down. 

			Wash and Berlin picked up their pace. Hopefully the increase in speed wouldn’t lead to one of them missing a handhold and tumbling into the valley.

			“I asked Dark Ops,” Berlin grunted, “to shoot those guys!”

			“Good!” shouted back Wash as a bolt struck the rock just meters from him.

			They climbed another few feet down, and Berlin gave an update. “Never mind. He says he can’t see them from the ridge.”

			“Not good!”

			More blaster fire chewed up the sheer cliffside around the two legionnaires. But they were closer to the change in gradient now. It was perhaps another five meters of sheer climbing and then they could begin moving more quickly down the slope. 

			The blaster fire intensified. Shards of rock and dirt fell down on them like a hailstorm. Wash felt fragments of stone dust his neck and slide down his shirt. He chanced a quick glance up, only to see that more doro shooters had gathered, crowding around each other to take aim at him and Berlin. If they had the leisure to do that… there must be quite a press against the marines. 

			Wash was about to ask Berlin to check on Subs when he felt something sharp nick the top of his ear. A trickle of warmth began to roll down his face.

			“You’re bleeding, buddy,” Berlin said. He was protected from such injuries by his helmet and armor.

			Wash had figured as much, but it didn’t much matter. He couldn’t exactly stop and dress the wound at this precarious moment.

			A blaster bolt struck one of the trees jutting from a crevasse in the wall, sending a shower of needle-like splinters at them. Again, Berlin’s armor shrugged it off, but Wash felt the tiny pricks all over his head. 

			Berlin shouted at the doros, “Can’t you just stop shooting for one second?”

			Wash almost smiled. Shouting at the dog-men was about all they could do right now.

			But the blaster fire picked up even more. These doros were intent on taking them down.

			In a dusty part of Wash’s consciousness, he wondered why they were so set and determined to kill him and Berlin, just two soldiers out of the many still defending the ridge. A dark part of his mind told him it was because they’d already killed everyone up top. But a more rational part of his mind reminded him it was because they knew what Wash and Berlin might be able to do if they reached the other side of the valley.

			It hadn’t been an overstatement when Berlin said the war would be over with the destruction of those artillery. And the doros knew it.

			The blaster fire only grew hotter. Wash didn’t take the time to look, but he had no doubt more dog-men had added their guns to the fight. He felt there was no choice left but to drop the remaining three meters or so and hope that he didn’t break a leg. “Gotta get down the fast way!” 

			Berlin said nothing in return. He simply swung himself around so as to face away from the wall… and jumped. His arms flailed as he dropped, like a bird without feathers trying to slow his fall.

			Wash followed him in almost exactly the same manner. 

			He saw Berlin hit the ground ahead of him and bounce forward into a somersault, then Wash hit the ground himself. Hard.

			All the air seemed to leave his body, and then he was rolling and bouncing down the loose shale grade. The jarring tumble barely allowed him to take a breath. Everything was happening faster than he could process. He couldn’t breathe, he could barely string a thought together, and the only one that came to mind was a favorite Legion curse. His ears were filled with the punishing crash of the rock coming up to meet his body again and again, and his own grunts and groans in response. The horizon spun at a dizzying, terrifying speed. He finally had to squeeze his eyes shut.

			The path he was slide-tumbling down was not without stray trees, logs, and spires. His eyes still closed, Wash hoped that none of them got in the way of his roll. If he found the sharp end of a broken branch, that would be the end of him. Even Berlin in his armor was at risk of not making it to the bottom alive.

			It seemed to Wash that he bounced and fell for an eternity. His mind escaped the broken loop of repeated swears to wonder if the doros were still shooting at them. He vaguely thought they might be, and knew that when he finally stopped—if he ever stopped—he would need to scramble to his feet and start running immediately so as not to be an easy, stationary target. 

			His hip crashed hard against a rock. The impact made his knees slam together and left his groin feeling as though it were pulled. He bounced high in the air from the impact, almost as though he’d gone off a ramp. He did a half rotation in the air and landed flat on his stomach. He continued to slide, like a deer on ice, with his belly to the ground… but at least there was no more tumbling.

			He could feel the rocks biting at his flak jacket and cutting up his arms. His gloved fingers felt numb from trying to grab enough ground to slow himself.

			When he finally came to a stop, it took him several nauseating moments to realize it. His head still spun from all the cartwheeling and somersaulting. It was the sudden relative silence that told him he was stationary. 

			When he opened his eyes, the world still reeled, but he knew he was at the bottom.

			Wash spat and saw blood. His mouth felt caked with dirt and grime. He had more little nicks and cuts on his arms than he could count, and his gloves were frayed and torn from where he’d tried in vain to grab the earth and slow his fall.

			Berlin came toward him through blurry eyes. 

			Blaster bolts danced at the bottom of the valley. The doros were indeed shooting at them from the cliff above. But all were very wide of the mark.

			Wash ached all over, but nothing felt broken. Or perhaps everything felt broken. But nothing felt more broken than anything else.

			“Come on!” shouted Berlin, evidently no worse for wear. Say this much for Legion armor: it makes tumbling down a hillside more tolerable than it ought to be. Wash really should have brought his armor. “The doros are climbing down after us. We gotta get out of here!”

			Wash understood, vaguely, that Berlin wanted him to get moving. He nodded, feeling unable to muster enough breath to give a verbal reply. He wasn’t sure his tongue would even form speech. He felt so… wrecked. 

			Berlin pulled him up at the armpit, getting him to a knee, then to a woozy stand. Berlin was supposed to just keep going if something like this happened. Instead he stayed, helping Wash take a first, tenuous step.

			So far, so good.

			Everything felt intact. 

			Another step. 

			He could walk. It hurt like the nine hells, but he could walk. 

			The walk turned into a jog, and then as much of a run as he was capable of coaxing out of his battered and bruised body. Berlin kept prompting him along. Berlin was in the lead—the first time the appointed major had outpaced Wash in the entire operation.

			The two men ran across the valley, approaching the creek that snaked through its center. Wash didn’t know how deep the thing was, and with the doros still firing at them, it didn’t matter. They splashed through, the water rising to waist-level at its highest point. 

			As they scrambled to the other side, Wash looked back at the cliff face. The doros were following, but they weren’t throwing themselves down the slope; they were climbing down slowly. That crazy tumble had been less than ideal, but it had given them a huge head start. 

			Wash allowed himself to feel a moment of hope. They were going to make it up and out of the valley.

			They were actually going to make it.

			But then came the whistling sound. At first Wash thought it was simply the ringing in his ears hitting a different key. The deafening explosion that followed, no more than a hundred meters behind them, told him otherwise.

			His hope had been premature. The doros were so intent on keeping their location a secret that they had instructed their artillery—artillery that had been focused for weeks on battering Legion firebases and hilltop defenses—to kill two lone legionnaires running through a once-serene valley.

			Neither legionnaire needed to tell the other to pick up the pace, and soon Berlin was creating an ever-widening gap between himself and Wash. When he looked over his shoulder and began to slow, Wash shouted at him.

			“Keep moving! Don’t wait for me!”

			Artillery continued to fall, and it was gradually getting closer. Some doro spotter on the ridge must have been providing real-time corrections. 

			“Hurry up, Wash!” Berlin had come to a stop some twenty meters ahead. “I’m not goin’ up without you, so get going!”

			And then the lights went full bright as Wash was thrown hard against the ground. The last thing he saw before things went dark was a great object streaking directly in front of him, landing between him and Berlin, completely engulfing his friend in its blast.
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			Wash rolled onto his back and sucked in lungfuls of air with a loud, raspy gasp. He sounded like Tierney had when she’d awoken from the dead in the POW camp. 

			Surely he wasn’t still alive. 

			And if he was, he wouldn’t be for long. 

			Slowly, his head groggy and ears ringing, his nose bleeding, he began to feel his own body as though he’d just discovered the sense of touch. His face was wet with blood. His arms and legs seemed unbroken. He couldn’t hear anything distinctly. Not even his own breathing.

			Wash propped himself up onto an elbow, coughing like a H8 addict, expecting his body to fail him at any moment. But it persevered. It went on as it always had, and Wash—gasping, coughing, feeling as though he’d died—rose to his feet. 

			He stumbled several steps to his right and fell down. But that was only because of how everything spun inside his head. His body was working, but an equilibrium couldn’t be found. 

			On his hands and knees, his nose dripping blood, he closed his eyes and took several breaths. He waited until the spinning subsided. Then with an effort, he rose again and began to stagger toward where he’d last seen Berlin.

			There was a small crater where the artillery hit. Wash staggered around its rim like a drunken man, peering down, searching for his friend. Looking for Berlin in a freshly dug grave.

			But Berlin was nowhere to be seen. And Wash wondered if the man—his friend since youth—had simply been vaporized.

			It was worse than that. 

			Another fifteen meters or so ahead, Wash found Berlin lying on his back, covered in dirt and debris. He was alive. Holding up a wavering arm as though he were waiting for someone to give him a boost off the ground.

			The sight of this energized Wash, and he ran to Berlin, his knee threatening to give out with every few strides. The artillery had stopped—or at least Wash didn’t hear or feel its concussive blasts. He looked back and saw that the doros were now making the transition from the sheer cliff to the steep decline into the valley.

			Wash reached Berlin, who was waiting for him.

			“Wash,” coughed Berlin. His voice sounded dirty and mechanical through his helmet’s speaker. “Help me, Wash. I can’t stand up. Help me stand up.”

			Wash reached down, wanting to do nothing more than what his friend pleaded for. But as he pulled on the outstretched hand, he realized that Berlin wasn’t partially buried in the upturned soil as he’d thought, but rather that Berlin had no legs on which to stand.

			There below the pelvis, which Wash could now see plainly, shattered and sloppy, mixing with the dirt on the ground… was nothing.

			“Help me up, Wash,” an oblivious Berlin begged again.

			Wash’s eyes were wide with horror. “Buddy… Berlin… your legs… I don’t think you can stand up.”

			“Why?” There was a note of panic in Berlin’s voice.

			“I… I think they’re broken.”

			Wash didn’t exactly know why he lied to his friend. It wasn’t to calm him, he knew that much. It was more like he didn’t think telling the man what really happened was morally right. As though speaking the ugly reality was giving assent to something that wasn’t supposed to happen. At least, not to Berlin. 

			This kind of… damage… it was for the doros. Or for the unnamed souls who required all those coffins and body bags Wash had continually audited the resupply of back in his sweltering, hellish office hab. 

			This wasn’t supposed to be happening. Couldn’t be happening.

			But it was.

			And the doros were still coming.

			Like your life depends on it. The voice of Wash’s drill instructor lit a fire in the back of his mind. His life did depend on what happened in the next few moments. His life, and the lives of all those marines still fighting to keep the doros at bay. And Berlin’s life… 

			Wash couldn’t leave his friend. Not like this. Not to be slain by a pack of ravaging dog-men. 

			“My legs are broken?” Berlin said. “Oh.” He sounded as though that made all the sense in the galaxy. He couldn’t stand up because his legs were broken. And that was okay. Because whoever died of a broken leg?

			“Yeah, that’s it,” said Wash. “So I gotta get you out of here.”

			“You’re too beat up to carry me, Wash,” mumbled Berlin. He sounded like he was under heavy sedatives, or like his mind wasn’t all there. Like the shock of what had happened had fractured his psyche.

			Wash didn’t argue. He grabbed his friend by the webbing on his armor and hoisted him onto his shoulders, hoping it wouldn’t cause Berlin any additional pain. 

			Berlin didn’t even seem to realize it was happening.

			Staggering, Wash started to run toward the edge of the valley. Already he could feel the incline, but it was far less steep than the side they’d come down. Wash’s legs burned as he made his own switchbacks, zigzagging his way up, taking both himself and Berlin closer to the top.

			It actually wasn’t as bad as he thought it might be, carrying Berlin on his back. The weight of the legionnaire was less than he expected.

			That’s because his legs are gone. And he’s bleeding out. He’ll be dead soon.

			A lump formed in Wash’s throat, and he felt as if he would cry at the terribleness of that reality. 

			He used the emotion to climb up with gusto, but he felt himself losing steam. The time in the jungle, the fall, seeing his friend maimed… it was all too much. 

			“Come on,” he urged himself. “Come on, Wash.”

			“You can do it, buddy.” Berlin’s voice sounded thin and weak. “You can do anything you put yourself to. You always could, Wash.”

			Wash took another step. His legs felt no more energized for the encouragement. But he knew he couldn’t stop. He talked himself along. “Come on, Wash. Come on.”

			Berlin continued in his dreamlike cheering. “You’ll do it, Wash. You can do whatever you want to do. You always could. Not me. I could do the things that I was good at, but those were the only things. But you… you can always do everything.”

			Wash felt the sting of tears in his eyes as he carried Berlin up closer and closer to the top of the ridge. His friend was dying, and Wash had neither the energy nor the heart to say goodbye.

			When at last he reached the top of the slope, Wash gently cradled Berlin’s head as he laid him down. This was where they would have to part. Poro-Poro was still a long climb, and it wouldn’t be possible for Wash to drag Berlin up to the peak. No matter what his friend had said, that was something Wash could not do. 

			There wasn’t enough strength left in him. 

			“I can hear things,” Berlin said. Wash could hear him breathing shallowly. “I hear voices.”

			Wash’s nose was still bleeding and his eyes were watering. His face felt hot and red and flowing everywhere. “It’s okay, buddy,” he said, unable to control the emotion in his voice. 

			“Republic voices. I hear them. I can’t hear Subs, but I can hear… Legion things.” Berlin coughed violently.

			“Legion things?” asked Wash. “What do you mean?” 

			“I don’t know… Legion people talking about… stuff.”

			Wash wiped his bleary eyes with his ripped and filthy gloves. Could it be that scaling the peak wasn’t necessary? Could they reach the Republic from here, through the L-comm? He desperately wanted that to be so. 

			“Berlin, I need to take off your helmet.”

			Berlin shook his head slowly. “Wash, you said you didn’t want one. Remember? I was going to get you one, but you didn’t want one…”

			“I remember. It was my mistake. I should’ve let you.” Wash’s voice bubbled with emotion. He began to pull the helmet up, not needing his delirious friend’s permission, but trying to convince him all the same. “But I didn’t, and now I need to use yours. Come on, buddy, just for a little bit.” 

			“You… can… use it,” Berlin managed, his breathing even more labored than before.

			Gently, Wash pulled the helmet fully from his friend’s head. 

			Berlin squinted and fluttered his eyes at the radiant daylight. He stared up into the sky. His face was pale to the point that there didn’t seem to be any blood left behind his skin at all. His hair was matted down with a cold sweat. 

			Wash could hardly bear to look at his friend. He held the bucket above his own head and looked down at Berlin. “Just for a minute. Okay?”

			Berlin gave a fractional nod that transformed into a cough.

			Wash put the helmet over his head. This one wasn’t fitted for him; it felt a bit tight. And the external visor was off, so that he lost some peripheral vision and wasn’t able to see down as well as he should. Not without moving his whole head. It was amazing the number of idiots in the galaxy who assumed a fully enclosed helmet would be a one-size-fits-all ordeal. That wasn’t even true of ball caps.

			But even though the fit wasn’t optimized for combat—and in fact keeping it on might get him killed—the comm was right where it was supposed to be. Wash activated it and began an all-channel transmission over the L-comm.

			“This is LS-12-OC. I’m part of a detachment of legionnaires and marines organized by Major D’lay Berlin to locate the doro artillery platforms. We have found those platforms and require immediate fire support.”

			There was a pause.

			And then…

			“We hear you, LS-12-OC. We’ve been looking for you this morning.”

			Wash let out a sigh of relief.

			A new comm channel opened up, picking up with it the background noise of a SLIC in flight. “This is Captain Uwler. SLIC attack force Gray Ghost. We’re patrolling near Firebase Hitchcock and having zero luck getting visuals. Advise your location so we can find you.”

			Wash wanted to cry tears of joy. He had never imagined what would happen if the all-hail worked, but he couldn’t have dreamed it would go so well. “We’re near the Cuchin Valley across from Poro-Poro Peak. We’re taking heavy fire from a considerable doro force detached from the dog-men’s mobile artillery platforms.”

			“Copy. We were at the wrong end of the valley. We’re now inbound. See you in a few minutes.”

			“Thank God,” Wash said, not caring whether his comm was still live or not. He keyed the L-comm to Subs’s direct channel. “Subs! Did you hear that?”

			There was no reply.

			“Please don’t be dead,” Wash mumbled into the ether, this time sure to mute his comm before uttering the words. “Subs? Do you copy?”

			Still no reply.

			Maybe his bucket had gone offline. Maybe it was some sort of transmission trick caused by the gap of the valley.

			Wash tried not to think about the more likely explanation as he keyed the comm for Legion command, using the access code he’d been provided—to the chagrin of his superiors—as a point in case he ever needed to “bypass” traditional comm lines.

			“This is Lieutenant Washam, LS—”

			“We’re already listening to you, Lieutenant,” a gruff-sounding legionnaire responded. “I need hard confirmation. You are near the mobile artillery, is that correct?”

			“Yes, that’s correct. From Poro-Poro, it’s approximately in a five- to ten-kilometer radius after crossing the Cuchin Valley.”

			“Intelligence has those guns placed nowhere in that vicinity. You’re sure?”

			“Yes, sir. I’m sure of it.” Wash had no idea why he called the person on the other end of the comm “sir.” Something about the tone of his voice, he supposed. “And sir, in addition, we need help, bad. We’ve got wounded marines and legionnaires, with Dark Ops and Republic army in support. I’m not sure how much longer we can hold on.”

			A new voice came on the comm. This one no less commanding than the one before. “You said you have a Dark Ops operative with you? What’s his name?”

			“I didn’t catch his name and rank, but he told me to call him Subs.”

			There was a long pause, during which Wash’s intuition told him that lots of people were listening in on this comm transmission. People in the Legion who mattered.

			“You tell Subs… his kill team is coming for him.”

			Wash had no way to do so. Subs hadn’t responded to his direct L-comm transmission. But he answered, “Yes, sir.”

			Because… what else could he say?

			“Sir, I have to go offline. The doros are pursuing.”

			Wash moved to the edge of the cliff to look down at the valley. The doros were already climbing up this side. 

			He looked around for his rifle. It was nowhere to be found. Neither was Berlin’s. He didn’t even remember when he’d lost it. In the artillery blast? Or maybe in the fall down into the valley. It was all a blur.

			He wondered if he had a concussion.

			They needed to get out of here.

			He ran back to Berlin. “Hey, buddy! We gotta keep moving, all right? Let me pick you back up.”

			There was no answer.

			Wash still had the helmet on, and couldn’t see his friend very well due to the misalignment, though he knew the man was right at his feet. He pulled the bucket off to get a real look.

			Berlin wasn’t moving.
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			Wash dropped the helmet at his side. He knelt down, picked up his friend’s limp arm, and released it. 

			It dropped to the ground like a stone. 

			“Berlin?”

			His friend was dead.

			Wash closed his eyes. He felt numb. He didn’t know what to do or what he could ever say to anyone about… anything. His mind was in turmoil, and he was losing his grip. 

			All the Legion training reminding him to stay aware, to stay cool and deal with this later… it was there, but all Wash could think about was what he would say to Berlin’s parents. What his own parents would say. How would he handle it when people snidely talked about that legionnaire major, the point, who got himself and everyone killed? 

			A dog-man scrambled to the top of the cliff, the first to arrive. It was panting heavily from the exertion and seemed surprised to see Wash just kneeling there. The doro hurriedly raised its rifle and sent a shot above Wash’s head. 

			If the doro was surprised, Wash was stunned. Stunned that he was being shot at here and now. This was a private time. A time of grief between him and his friend. 

			Get angry. 

			But instead he felt… morose. He had no blaster rifle. He was resigned to joining his friend in death. He’d done what they’d set out to do.

			Handle these last few seconds like your life depends on it.

			Something clicked, deep down inside of him. Wash’s hand brushed his hip, and he felt his sidearm. 

			The doro was carefully lining up for a kill shot, sensing no threat from the broken human before it. 

			Wash drew the weapon in a flash and sent a blaster bolt straight into the dog-man’s head, causing it to drop in a heap and roll back over the side of the ridge. 

			Feeling like a zombie, Wash trudged to the edge of the cliff and looked down. The other doros were still climbing up to him. His eyes unblinking, Wash shot the climbers one by one, driving smoking holes in their skulls and watching their bodies tumble back down to the valley.

			Some of the doros leapt away, slip-sliding on the shale. But most kept climbing. 

			Wash kept firing until his charge pack was depleted. Then he threw the useless weapon at one of the doros, turned away, and took a seat next to his friend.

			Now.

			Now he had done all he could. He’d lived his last few moments fighting like his life depended on it. 

			Now he wanted to die next to a friend he’d had since youth.

			His best friend.

			Berlin was his best friend. 

			The roar of incoming SLICs raced in from behind Wash, and the wind they generated blew his hair and billowed his fatigues. A bird hovered above him like a protective mother, orienting its door gunner to face the approaching doros.

			The guns rang like unholy chimes, ripping the climbing doros into ribbons while Wash could only sit there, stunned. Drained.

			More SLICs roared overhead. They tore across the valley and launched rockets into the doros still charging the ridge where the marines had dug in. Pluming fireballs erupted amid the dog-men, sending them flying in all directions, in pieces and aflame.

			The versatile craft were flying around the battlefield like a coordinated swarm of locusts. Guns buzzed and blazed, and rockets utterly demolished the jungle tree line where the doros tried in vain to damage the craft with small arms.

			Three more SLICs shot over Wash’s head, hovered protectively at the base of the ridge, and descended until the wheels kissed the ground. A platoon of Republic Army soldiers jumped out and immediately began to swarm over the rocks, strengthening whatever marines remained.

			The SLIC that had arrived first—the one that had taken out the doros coming for Wash—had moved down into the valley to pick off any straggling and fleeing dog-men. But now it popped back up above the canyon wall, directly facing Wash. He could see both pilots plainly through the front canopy window. 

			Wash didn’t move from his place, slumped on both knees at Berlin’s side. 

			The dirt and wind kicked up as the craft came to rest several meters away. A med bot hopped out and helped to lift Wash to his feet. Then it removed its collapsible stretcher and laid it next to Berlin.

			“No.” Wash shook his head. He bent down and scooped Berlin up in his own arms.

			No one else could touch him.

			No one else would carry him off of Psydon.

			* * *

			Inside the SLIC, the med bot delicately placed Berlin inside a body bag. Wash watched the bot work with a sort of morbid fascination. Like he was entranced by what, for the bot, was a mundane aspect of its basic programming.

			Through it all, Wash couldn’t stop staring at Berlin’s ghostly face. His friend’s eyes were still looking, now fixed on the metallic roof of the SLIC instead of Psydon’s skies. 

			Somebody should close his eyes. So he can rest.

			But Wash didn’t move. Or rather, he couldn’t move. He felt frozen in place. His body had exerted itself to the limits of its ability and now would do no more.

			So he merely watched as the bot closed the body bag over Berlin’s face, his open-mouthed friend staring upward until he was sealed in darkness. 

			Wash wondered if Berlin would be interred in his armor. That was how it usually went with legionnaires. The armor was iconic. A part of them.

			He remembered Berlin’s helmet, still sitting discarded on the ground a short distance from the SLIC.

			“Hey!” Wash called for the crew chief, surprised by the strength of his own voice. “I gotta go outside to get something. It’s important.”

			“Can I get it? You look pretty beat up, pal.”

			Wash shook his head. The med bot had been trying to treat him since he and Berlin first came on board, but Wash had insisted that he wouldn’t go for it until Berlin was taken care of. “I gotta get it myself.”

			The crew chief nodded. “Okay, but hurry up! We’re about to hop over the valley and load up with any wounded before we make the trip back to Cinder Air Base.”

			Wash jumped out of the SLIC. He attempted to bound toward Berlin’s bucket, but managed something more like a shambling hobble. He found the helmet lying where he dropped it. He picked it up and stared into the visor, feeling like Berlin was somehow looking back at him through it.

			The SLIC waited for him, and in a few short moments they were in the air, making the short trip back to the ridge. Wash felt his soul would take more hits over there. A part of himself that he called cowardly wanted to just leave the battlefield and go straight for the hospital at Cinder. 

			The battle at the ridge was decidedly over. The arriving SLICs had routed the doro forces, scattering them deep into the jungle. Republic Army soldiers had formed a perimeter while more SLICs arrived to relieve those craft that were low on fuel. The whole area was buzzing with Republic military strength and might.

			The SLIC touched down, and the med bot immediately departed. Wash remained in his jump seat, keeping Berlin company for a few moments. Then he, too, stood up and stepped outside. The crew chief didn’t try to stop him.

			As Wash crunched his way along the rocky ground toward the ridge he’d helped defend, he heard the low, overhead droning of Republic quarter-five bombers. It occurred to him that the artillery had been silent for some time. No doubt they were doing their best to disappear into the jungle. 

			The bombers were coming to throw darts in an attempt to find them.

			The first payload dropped by the quarter-fives wasn’t far from Wash. Close enough that he could feel the concussion in his chest and sinuses. The jungle was exfoliated in great plumes of fire, thick with black smoke, annihilating any doros lying in wait for the eventual Republic pursuit. 

			More bombers came, systematically carpeting the jungle with their ordnance. Entire trees were uprooted and sent flying as the jungle incinerated at the point of impact. Wash could see the concussive wave of the blasts reverberate through the very humidity of the jungle itself in a radius of boom that he could feel in his chest, in his molars, in his very soul. It was the most fantastic display of firepower he had ever seen. 

			Finally, one of the geysers of fire, perhaps twenty kilometers away, flared up even higher than the rest, with a massive secondary explosion. It blew so high into the sky that pursuing bombers had to peel away to avoid the skyward funnels of flame.

			They had found the artillery.

			Wash let out a heavy sigh. Someone—a Legion company, or a Dark Ops kill team—would travel into the jungle to verify that they’d gotten them all. Later, they’d send basics in to recover bodies. Probably a firebase would be set up right were Wash stood.

			But he and the marines had done their part. Those other actions were all yet to come. Meant for people other than Wash. His fight—and more than likely his career—was over. 

			As he turned away from the raging inferno in the jungle, he saw a med bot approaching the SLIC. It was the same machine that Subs had brought with him, and it was carrying a stretcher with Sergeant Shotton lying atop it. Denturo and Parker were trailing behind.

			Wash ran as fast as he could toward them. All the little bruises, cuts, nicks, and gashes were starting to be felt. Starting to take their toll.

			Denturo held up a strong arm to stop Wash’s progress. “Don’t bother,” he said. “You’re looking at the only marines who made it. No sense goin’ up any farther.”

			Wash looked up at the ridge, now studded with Republic Army basics. It had been hit with so many blaster bolts that the natural deep gray of the mineral now looked almost black.

			“How’s Sergeant Shotton?” he asked.

			“Bot says he’ll be all right,” answered Parker. “Got clocked in the head by a piece of rock, but otherwise he’s okay. Had his helmet on.”

			Wash nodded.

			“How ’bout the major?” Parker asked, his voice subdued, barely audible.

			Wash shook his head. He was already fighting back tears. He didn’t want to look weak in front of these men who’d lost more friends today than he had. “Didn’t… didn’t make it. Guess it’s only the four of us.”

			Denturo spat clear saliva. He was still out of the stim. “Like I said… wasn’t plannin’ on dyin’ today. Neither was you. Ain’t nothin’ to feel bad about.”

			Wash looked around, unsure what else to say. 

			Was that all it came down to? Berlin simply planned on dying? Maybe he had. Why else would he have stopped and waited for Wash? He’d planned on dying rather than leave his friend behind. 

			More SLICs poured in as the Republic continued to show its strength. Now legionnaires were jumping out of newly arrived SLICs, hustling all out to set up perimeters of their own, relieving the basics. A few squads seemed to have orders to immediately enter the jungle, though it was still smoking and burning in parts. 

			The basics from the rocks began to make their way down from the ridge. They seemed to Wash to almost be marching down on parade. Their shoulders were back and their heads were held high. They looked victorious… though perhaps it was more accurate to say they appeared to be crowned with honor.

			Wash spied, in the middle of the procession, a stretcher carrying Subs’s lifeless body. The Dark Ops legionnaire’s arms were folded across his chest, marking his eternal repose. The other legionnaires pulling security nearby, the SLIC crews… they all stopped what they were doing and watched as the Dark Ops legionnaire’s body passed by. 

			Wash felt himself straighten up. He didn’t know whether to salute or cry. 

			This was because of him. He had done this.

			A new SLIC appeared over the horizon. It was unique in how quiet it was, and instead of the deep jungle green of the other craft, this one was painted a black that seemed to absorb light itself. Six Dark Ops legionnaires jumped from the craft as soon as it landed.

			Or at least that’s what Wash took them for. They were in a state of half-dress for combat, as if the SLIC they took was leaving before they were ready, like a repulsor bus arriving at a sleeping kid’s building. Some were armored from the waist down. Others had only torso pieces and buckets on. A few didn’t even have helmets, just shades and shaggy hair—a sure sign of Dark Ops.

			The new arrivals made straight for Subs. They stopped next to one of the basics carrying the stretcher, who Wash only now realized was the basic Subs had brought with him through the jungle—Alistair. Tears flowed freely from the man’s eyes.

			One of the men without a bucket—wearing a thick blond beard—leaned down and whispered something in Alistair’s ear. The Republic Army soldier said something in return, then stood aside as two Dark Ops legionnaires took up the stretcher containing their fallen comrade. 

			Subs’s body was carried to the black SLIC and set gently on board. One of them picked up Subs’s rifle from its place on the stretcher next to the Dark Ops legionnaire’s dead body. Then they all gathered around Alistair and clapped the basic on the back and shoulder. He was crying uncontrollably now. At the order of the bearded man, who appeared to be the team leader, the legionnaires snapped a salute at Alistair.

			Wash realized that Alistair wasn’t the only basic weeping. All the soldiers who came down from the ridge seemed just as affected by Subs’s death. He wondered if they knew the man—if these were the men from Firebase Hitchcock, where Subs had come from. 

			The legionnaire holding Subs’s well-worn blaster rifle—the weapon Subs had used with such ruthless aggression to hold back the doros while Wash and Berlin traversed the valley to call for help—handed it to the team leader, who in turn held it out for Alistair to take. The basic did so, his face red and ugly from the ravages of sorrow. The kid made no attempt to hide his grief.

			And then the Dark Ops legionnaires got back on their high-end SLIC. The vehicle’s thrusters whined to life, kicking up as it picked up altitude. It banked over the valley, then flew behind Poro-Poro Peak, disappearing from sight, along with the body of their fallen brother. 

			Wash wished he were dead. Not out of a sense of suicidal depression. But out of a desire—perhaps a fantasy—that he could be the one whose heart had stopped so that Berlin and Subs and every marine could go on living.

			But that wasn’t the way it happened. So Wash would have learn how to go on living. 

			It seemed a daunting task.

			The Republic Army soldiers began to file back onto waiting transport SLICs, no longer needed now that the Legion proper was filling the area of operations. Parker and Denturo helped the bot load Shotton onto the SLIC that Wash had arrived on. Some of the dead had been loaded on that SLIC as well, and Wash wasn’t sure there would still be room for him. But he would hang off the sides if he had to. He couldn’t leave Berlin alone.

			A trio of legionnaires approached. Their helmets were on, so Wash couldn’t read their expressions, but they walked erect and with purpose. They stopped directly in front of Wash, and the lead man removed his bucket. The disgust on his face was palpable.

			“So you’re the point that got everybody killed ’cause you thought you could do what we do?”

			Wash didn’t reply.

			One of the other legionnaires said, “House of Reason might call you a leej. But you ain’t.”

			Denturo and Parker returned to Wash’s side.

			Wash was too tired to argue. And he didn’t wouldn’t have been able to defend himself anyway. He had left his post. He had gone along with a poorly conceived plan, and men and women had died because of it.

			But to his surprise, Denturo picked the argument up on his behalf.

			The big marine was half a head taller than the legionnaire who’d removed his helmet. Denturo walked forward until he stood toe to toe with the man, like a pair of fighters preparing for the pre-fight photo op. The legionnaire got an up-close look at the cleft in Denturo’s stubbly chin.

			Wash was sure that if the marine had any left, he’d spit a wad of stim juice on the leej’s hair.

			“Fact is,” Denturo said, “the lieutenant saved my sergeant’s life—not to mention the life of every other marine that don’t have to worry about that artillery. Doros weren’t just lightin’ up the Legion.”

			The legionnaire scoffed and looked from side to side as if looking to his buddies for backup. “What? Your hero didn’t save your life too, big man?”

			“Nope. I don’t need savin’. But your ass is about to.”

			“I’d step off if I was you,” warned Parker. “Denturo’s left leejes in traction before. Y’all ain’t invincible.” 

			Finally, the three legionnaires’ CO realized what was going on, and he shouted for the men to return to their squad. “LS-18, get your butt back here! I’m trying to wade out into the jungle to kill some dog-men, and you’re over there makin’ kissy-face with a marine!”

			The legionnaire took an easy step backward, his eye on Denturo. “See you around another time, huh, hullbuster?”

			“You’d better hope not, you queer sonofabitch.”

			The legionnaire snarled and looked at Wash, not slacking his slow retreat, stepping backward along with his two buddies, refusing to turn his back. “Watch your back, point. Don’t think you’re safe just because you go back to your little cushy base in the rear. This is Psydon. And that means you can still pay for what you did.”

			And with that, the legionnaire turned and rejoined his unit.

			“Forget that guy,” Parker said. “He doesn’t know anything. What we did today won this war for the Republic. Every leej out here knows it. We saved a lot of lives, Lieutenant.”

			Wash felt utterly spent. It seemed to take everything in him just to muster a few words. “Thanks. To both of you. At the Academy, they’d say that a hullbuster is just a wannabe leej without the armor. But you guys are a breed of your own. The Republic is lucky to have you.”

			“Damn right,” said Denturo.

			That was the last Wash spoke to the marines. The crew chief called out that they’d made room for him on the SLIC carrying Sergeant Shotton and Berlin, and Wash got aboard.

			Parker and Denturo waited around for the next one.

			There was nothing else to do.

			



		

Epilogue

			The Planet Spilursa

			Galactic Core

			It was raining on Wash’s home planet. Washam, now a captain thanks to a relentless press by the House of Reason, sat in a covered grandstand. He felt like a fraud in his Legion dress uniform, occupying a place of honor, up front with Berlin’s parents, among the elites of the planet.

			Spilursa’s planetary governor was finishing his remarks as the keynote speaker at Berlin’s memorial. It was a deliberate rebuke to House of Reason Delegate Roman Horkoshino, who by all rights should have been the one giving the address, having been the one to appoint Berlin and Wash in the first place. But his endless anti-Legion rants now looked to much of the galaxy as petulant and out-of-touch. Instead he sat at the edge of the grandstand, openly sulking with arms crossed. Berlin had been right: Horkoshino’s time in the House of Reason was drawing to an end.

			“Critics of the House of Reason’s appointment program,” the governor said, “were quick to point out that most of the officers appointed to the Legion came from core worlds like Spilursa. They called it a social club for the elite. Painted the brave officers as spoiled children eager to play war for their own personal advancement. 

			“But now, as we gather in memory of Major Berlin,” the governor gestured to a gleaming white coffin engulfed with colossal floral sprays gathered from every planet in the system, “we know… better.”

			Wash stared numbly at the coffin, his friend moldering inside. 

			“Major Berlin has shown the galaxy that the desire to fight for our shared liberties and freedoms, the integrity required to lay down one’s life for the good of others, is something that transcends all social, economic, racial, and species distinctions!”

			The crowd gave respectful, but not boisterous, applause. It was a memorial service, after all.

			“His sacrifice is a reflection of the character embedded in the heart of the citizen. And faithful citizens of the Republic can be found from galaxy’s edge to the mid-core to the very core itself!” 

			The governor paused, lowering his head in a practiced show of sorrow. When he spoke again, his voice was quiet, so that you had to practically lean forward to hear the man. “I spoke today about a hero of the Republic. A man worthy of the respect afforded to the finest in our history. And now I leave you with this: the galaxy is worse off today for having lost Major D’lay Berlin…” 

			The words sat there, soaking into the audience in a way that the rain could never hope to do. 

			“… unless those of you hearing me today, wherever you are, follow Major Berlin’s example of sacrifice and harrowing courage. Think now, fellow citizens of the Republic, of yourself—yes—but only inasmuch as you can contribute to the greater good for all those who share in this one unified Galactic Republic.”

			The gallery huddling under umbrellas and personal weather shields applauded loudly. Wash noted the moment his friend’s memorial service crossed the line from reverential tribute to political rally. 

			A marine honor guard took the stage, and the cheering died down. The marines were in their dress uniforms, swords gleaming, flags held proudly aloft. Wash looked to see if any of the marines he’d known were among them, but he didn’t recognize any of the men. 

			Following the marines was a Legion general. The man looked as tough outside of his armor as he likely did in it. And though he gave no outward indication of it, Wash was sure that the general was less than pleased to be here. Berlin had been a point, and to some, that was a stink that could never be rinsed off, no matter what he had done.

			The general crisply saluted the governor and assumed control of the podium. “The Order of the Centurion is the highest award that can be bestowed upon an individual serving in, or with, the Legion. When such an individual displays exceptional valor in action against an enemy force, and uncommon loyalty and devotion to the Legion and its legionnaires, refusing to abandon post, mission, or brothers, even unto death, the Legion dutifully recognizes such courage with this award. Today, on behalf of the Legion and a thankful Republic, I award this honor to Major D’lay Berlin.”

			The audience applauded loudly.

			The general walked to Berlin’s parents. 

			Berlin’s mother wept uncontrollably and buried her head in her husband’s shoulder. Berlin’s father did his best to hold back his tears as the general bent down to present the Order of the Centurion to him.

			Wash saw compassion in the general’s eyes.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Berlin,” the general said, his voice subdued and low, speaking for just the two of them to hear, “on behalf of a thankful galaxy, I award to you, in the place of your son, the highest honor the Legion can bestow: the Order of the Centurion.”

			And that was it. 

			There was no mugging for the holocams while the people shouted and cheered. Just a somber silence as Mrs. Berlin continued in her sorrow, tears streaming into her husband’s chest. Wash could hear the rest of Berlin’s family—siblings and grandparents—weeping in the seats behind him.

			The Spilursan National Defense Force began to play an ancient piece of music known as “Taps”—its slow and haunting tune had supposedly played at the funerals of soldiers since the days of the ancients.

			Marines fired their blaster rifles in unison seven times.

			And then the crowd dispersed, leaving nothing but the echoing memory of the day’s pageantry to comfort Berlin’s grieving family.

			Later was the wake, which always struck Wash as an odd custom—he never felt like attending a party after burying a loved one. Berlin’s parents had accepted an offer to hold it at the capital’s extravagant council ball room. There were holocams present, and though none were live-casting, the footage would surely be expertly produced and used by the House of Reason in what was already a public relations campaign to make a hero of the first appointed Legion officer to die in service.

			No, Wash corrected himself. Not make a hero. 

			Berlin, despite his faults, was a hero. No one would ever convince Wash otherwise. 

			But he wasn’t the only hero from that day on Psydon. Other men had fought just as hard—harder—had suffered just as much, and were just as dead. There would be no medals for them, no grand ceremonies for their grieving families. Just heartfelt condolences, a Purple Heart, and—Wash hoped—financial support for the fatherless children left behind. 

			Wash wondered if Berlin would have gotten the Order if he hadn’t been a point. If he had been just another legionnaire doing his job. He certainly wasn’t the first legionnaire to receive the honor for actions on Psydon. 

			Regardless, Wash was certain the Legion brass wasn’t particularly happy about having to hang one under the name of a point. In fact, if Wash had to bet, he would guess the bestowing of this honor was merely a component of some backroom give-and-take between the House, Senate, and Legion in the halls of government.

			Just the way business was done.

			It didn’t matter, though. Berlin deserved it.

			In spite of Wash’s best efforts to stay out of the limelight—standing away from the high-traffic areas like the bar and refreshments table, while trying not to stand out in a secluded corner—a steady stream of visitors and well-wishers approached him. It was as if his Legion uniform were a magnet.

			It was no secret that Wash had been with Berlin when he died. No secret that Wash had been part of the mission that, while not ending the war directly, had opened the way for Legion General Umstead’s final push. The doro resistance was utterly destroyed, allowing Psydon to return to its rightful place in the Republic. A sizeable Legion garrison would likely remain on planet to make sure things never got so out of hand again.

			“What really happened out there?” was a question Wash heard often that night. 

			Those who asked it meant well enough, but a truthful answer was one they would never be able to fully comprehend. Because it involved something deeper than a series of orderly facts. To know what really happened on Psydon required not a state of knowledge so much as a state of being. Either you were there, and you got it, or you didn’t. 

			And that was that.

			But Wash could hardly say as much to a mourner dressed in their best clothing inquiring—sometimes earnestly, and sometimes out of a morbid sense of curiosity—about the final minutes of their friend’s, or acquaintance’s, life. 

			In the end, Wash gave a stock answer: “He died a hero. He died trying to save the rest of us.”

			Usually that was the point where the small talk would end, because what else can you say?

			Wash felt like he’d been holding the same snifter of brandy in his palm for hours. He made an effort to actually finish the thing and then see about getting out of there. But as he tilted it back, he saw through the orb-like distortion of the glass that the planetary governor was coming his way with a small entourage.

			“Captain Washam, I believe it now is? Congratulations on a well-deserved promotion.” The governor gave a warm smile and extended his hand.

			“Yes, sir,” Wash answered, feeling a new bout of depression coming on. Berlin was in the grave, and Wash was moving up. The Legion probably weren’t crazy about the new rank, either.

			The politician gave a knowing nod. “Well, let me express my gratitude for what you did on Psydon. I know that your friend paid the ultimate sacrifice, but that shouldn’t diminish your own contribution. What I said about Major Berlin is just as true of you. I daresay more so, if the rumors about you actually completing Legion Academy training on your own merits are to be believed.”

			Wash nodded. They were true and would never be believed. “Thank you, sir. I don’t think I did anything that anyone else dedicated to the Republic wouldn’t have done. Certainly the marines served with great sacrifice of their own.”

			“Indeed.” The governor moved to stand at Wash’s side, looking down pensively, like they were two friends traveling down a road together, lost in conversation. “However, you say what you’ve done is what anyone dedicated to the Republic would do. Sad to say, such is not the truth. Or at least, not as true as it ought to be.”

			“Sir?”

			The governor seemed lost in consideration of his own words. Then he waved forward a young man from his entourage. A handsome fellow, perhaps three years younger than Wash. “I’d like you to meet this sector’s junior delegate, Orrin Kaar.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, Captain,” said Kaar in a manner that made Wash instantly feel he was with a friend. Someone who understood… everything. “I’m terribly sorry about the loss of your friend. I daresay, if I may be so bold, that had he survived, he would be able to stand against foolish men such as Horkoshino—and win—this very cycle.”

			“I believe so,” said Wash. “D’lay wanted very much to run once his time in the Legion came to a close. He felt Delegate Horkoshino’s rather… pronounced disavowals of the military, and the Legion in general, were a denial of the will of the people.”

			The governor laughed into his glass of wine. “Major Berlin was a discerning man. In time, I think Horkoshino’s undoing will be exactly as you say. And the sooner the better to make way for people who understand how the galaxy works. People who understand that it requires sacrifice to maintain unity in a Republic. Such is the very fabric of the freedoms and liberty we enjoy. It’s truths like these that men like Major Berlin—may he rest in eternal slumber—fought and died for.”

			Wash felt like he was a test subject for the governor’s next State of the Planet address. He nodded politely. 

			Kaar raised a glass of champagne. “To the major.”

			The entourage and the governor repeated the toast. Wash sipped his brandy. 

			The planetary governor beamed at Kaar like a proud father, then turned his attention back to Wash. “That brings us to some other business, and I do hope you’ll forgive me for it, given the nature of this gathering. However, who can say when all of us will be gathered together again?”

			Wash nodded, inviting the governor to continue, though he couldn’t imagine what more there was to talk about.

			“We want you to stand for the House of Reason in Major Berlin’s place.”

			Wash nearly spit out his drink.

			“We believe your service record and your close relationship with the major will bring you to an easy victory over Horkoshino. The time is right, and we need men like you in the house, Captain Washam. We’ve been at war with the Savages for over a millennium. The Republic needs men such as yourself to lead us into a new age.”

			Wash was stunned. He hadn’t expected this, not by a long shot. And the House of Reason had never been something he aspired to. That was Berlin’s dream, not his. 

			“I know this is sudden, Captain. But… there it is. Out in the open. I only ask that you consider it.” The governor smiled, as did Kaar. They both seemed genuinely interested in Wash’s potential future as a politician.

			“For what it’s worth,” Kaar said demurely, “I think you would make a fine member of the House of Reason. That is… if you should decide that the House is where you can best serve the Republic, of course.”

			Wash smiled meekly and resisted the urge to shake his head in disbelief. “Thank you both. I’ll consider the matter with the utmost care.” 

			“That’s all I can ask.” The governor looked over his shoulder and saw Berlin’s parents hovering outside of the conversation at a respectful distance. “Ah! I see Mr. and Mrs. Berlin are also eager for some of your time. I’ll not keep you from them any longer. It was a pleasure to formally meet you, Captain Washam.”

			With farewell handshakes, the governor, the junior delegate, and the rest of the entourage departed.

			Wash smiled forlornly as Berlin’s parents approached.

			“Did you ever think that you’d be rubbing shoulders with the planetary governor?” Berlin’s father asked.

			“No, sir.” 

			Wash shook Mr. Berlin’s hand. The hand of the man who’d let Wash and Berlin run amok in his house as children during those long Spilursa summers. The man who had often taken time from his busy workday to take them to the park to play seamball or goof around with them after school. He’d always been a strong man. But now, his handshake felt weak and almost limp. 

			“And if I’d have known what it would take to make it happen,” Wash continued, “never in a million years…”

			Mr. Berlin nodded and gave a sorrowful smile.

			Berlin’s mother wrapped her arms around Wash, hugging him closely and resting her head on his uniformed chest. “Oh, Wash,” she said. That was the name the family had always called him, because it was what Berlin called him. “Thank you.”

			Wash felt a lump grow in his throat. His voice was scratchy with raw emotion. “For what?” 

			Mrs. Berlin looked up at Wash, tears welling in her eyes. “For being there. With him… at the end. There’s not much comfort that I can find, but knowing that he wasn’t alone is something I’m grateful for.”

			Wash felt as though he couldn’t say another word for fear of bursting into tears and making a scene. 

			But somehow he managed. “My parents… hoped to be here. But matters outside of their control prevented them. They asked me to pass on their condolences.” He felt a gnawing sense of anger over their absence, but it was his duty to cover for them all the same.

			“Give them our best when you see them,” Mr. Berlin said.

			And then Mrs. Berlin brought out a black velvet box and opened it up so Wash could see inside. It was Berlin’s Order of the Centurion medal. A golden pentagon-shaped medallion with a stylized, ancient-looking legionnaire helmet. It was attached to a blue ribbon with black borders.

			Wash thought she was showing it to him so that he could see it up close. He was about to open his mouth to compliment its handsomeness when she said, “We want you to have this.”

			“What?”

			“He didn’t die on that planet by himself. We know you were with him every step of the way. You always have been, Wash.”

			Mr. Berlin squeezed his wife’s shoulder. “We both feel that you deserve this as much as he did. And we want you to take it as a symbol of our gratitude for the friendship you always showed to our son.”

			This was a gift Wash couldn’t possibly accept. And yet it was also an offer he couldn’t refuse. He reached out and gently took the box from Mrs. Berlin, closing the lid. “We talked about the two of you while we were in the jungles,” he said. “After we’d rescued the woman from the doros. And I… I asked Berlin if he thought the two of you would be proud of us.” Wash gave Mr. and Mrs. Berlin a tight smile that just barely held back his emotion.

			“And what did he say?” Mrs. Berlin asked, tears streaming down her cheeks, her voice quavering.

			“He said you would be,” Wash managed to choke out.

			Mrs. Berlin hugged him again, and then Wash felt Mr. Berlin come to his side and wrap his arm around his shoulders.

			“He was right,” Mrs. Berlin said.

			The three of them stood there together, relying on one another to help heal the pain of the love they’d lost.

			* * * 

			Wash sat in a busy terminal lounge at Dorn VI’s primary spaceport. He had flown in on a luxury liner—Berlin’s parents had connections that gave him a free flight. He had things to do: rent a speeder, buy some flowers, pick up an acquaintance. But he didn’t want to leave the port. At least, not yet.

			He was having doubts about whether this was the right thing to do, whether he was even really welcome in spite of assurances otherwise. But he was on the planet now. And short of buying a return ticket and disappearing, this was all he could do. And it was the thing that needed to be done.

			But… just not yet.

			Wash looked down at a steaming bowl of scarri—a local soup made with diced crustaceans and spiced enough to make you feel warm long after the contents in your stomach cooled. That would be a welcome thing—the warmth. Hyperspace travel always left Wash feeling chilly. And after all that time on Psydon, the whole galaxy seemed a cold place.

			Though the spaceport thoroughfares were busy with the bustle of travelers moving from docking gate to docking gate, the adjoining lounge Wash had found was relatively empty. And he had been the only patron at the restaurant. It wasn’t the local meal time, and Wash’s ship had had a farewell dinner an hour before arrival. He wasn’t actually hungry. Just… cold.

			The point was that there were lots of seats available. So it seemed odd when a man came up to Wash’s table to ask, “Can I sit down?”

			As though the place were so packed that strangers had to dine together if there was to be room for all.

			“Be my guest,” Wash said distractedly, reading the news headlines on his datapad. He casually held out a hand inviting the stranger to sit.

			“What’s new in the galaxy?” asked the stranger.

			That was a loaded question. No sooner had Psydon wound to its close, with an official end to hostilities, than the House of Reason had begun talking about some new system threatening to walk away from the alliance forced during the Savage Wars.

			“Not much,” Wash answered.

			As the man sat down, Wash pulled his eyes away from his screen to study him. He was dark-skinned, with short hair, mostly gray but still with a bit of his youthful color. An older man. He was dressed in casual clothing, slacks and a pull-down, but there was an edge to him. A certain awareness of his surroundings, like he was on guarded alert. Not panicked, but not taking everything at face value either. 

			Wash realized that he’d allowed himself to completely retreat into his mind. He needed to do a better job of observing life. Like the Legion had taught him.

			Like your life depends on it.

			“So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Wash asked the stranger.

			The man didn’t smile. “What makes you think I want to talk at all?”

			“Because this place is full of empty seats where you can not talk to your heart’s content, but you chose this one. And… you asked me what was new in the galaxy.”

			“Maybe this is my favorite table.”

			“Sorry to intrude.” Wash stood, grabbing his bowl of soup and datapad.

			The man thrust out his hand and chuckled. He looked around as if laughing with someone else unseen. “Okay. All right. Yeah. We want to talk to you, Captain Washam.”

			Wash settled back into his seat. “Who’s we?”

			The man gave a half grin, showing the creases of age around his mouth. “I could play coy and ask you who you think ‘we’ is, but I won’t. ‘We’ is Dark Ops.”

			Wash nodded.

			“And we’ve been watching you for a while now. Because… we weren’t exactly sure about you. At least not until you booked this jump.” 

			“And what does that mean?”

			“It means that we’ve heard things about you, Captain. But since we aren’t the type that trades in unsubstantiated rumors, we started looking to see whether what we heard was true.”

			Wash was interested. He stirred his soup, watching the steam rise from the bowl to fog the metal spoon handle. “And?”

			“And as it turns out, you did graduate from the Legion Academy as the top point in your class.”

			“The only one to show up is more like it.”

			“But you did show up.”

			“I did.”

			“I know you did. But I had to work to find that out. Your drill instructors weren’t keen on talking about you. Didn’t want to admit it. But they came clean. Eventually.” The Dark Ops stranger leaned forward. “They said you took every little bit they threw at you and then some.”

			Wash let his spoon clink to the side of his bowl and leaned back in his chair. “That’s the truth. So why wouldn’t they just tell you the truth?”

			“Don’t think less of them—they’re good men. But there’s a fear that every inch the Legion gives to this new program will spell the eventual ruin of the Legion. And admitting that some point is capable of meeting Legion standards… well, that feels like much more than an inch.”

			Wash went back to his soup, blowing on a spoonful before quietly slurping in the spicy broth. “So you know my commission is legitimate. But you said you were watching until I booked this trip.”

			“Right. The Academy was step one. Then we started going over Psydon, tracking down SLIC crews, bots, soldiers—anyone who spent time with you while stationed there.” The stranger laughed. “There was a basic supply clerk who gave us an earful about your response to improperly submitted requisitions.”

			Wash smiled at the memory and took in more soup, content to let Dark Ops do the talking. The way he saw it, they were either going to burst in with a kill team and arrest him for what happened at Psydon, or they were going to ask for a favor.

			“Those three marines who made it out of the jungle with you, they spoke real highly of you. But… it wasn’t until now that we finally decided to have this little chat.”

			Wash dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “Is this about my being asked to run for the House against Horkoshino? Is that some sort of violation to my remaining terms in the Legion?”

			Wash was on prolonged administrative leave pending a full review of Psydon. He figured it would drag out long after his commission ended, and then he’d be quietly discharged.

			“Hell, I don’t care about your politics, Captain. You’re free to do what you want as far as we’re concerned. But we hope that what you want is what we think will be best for the Legion. Still, I couldn’t ask you about all that until we were sure about you. And now… I’m betting that it’s okay to ask.”

			“Ask what?”

			“Whether you still care more about the Legion than yourself.”

			Wash felt more kinship with the marines than the Legion, truth be told. But that didn’t mean he harbored the Legion any ill will; he had simply reconciled himself to the fact that they would never let him in. Still, that didn’t diminish what they stood for, or the men like Subs who exemplified everything good in a broken galaxy.

			“I’d like to think I do. I didn’t join the Legion because I needed the money.”

			The Dark Ops stranger smiled. “Over here, in my little neck of the woods, what we do goes without much recognition. What will earn a basic a Senatorial Valor Award is considered part of the job for Dark Ops.”

			Wash nodded. He knew that much to be true.

			“So here’s my offer to you, Captain. And it’ll only be on the table for you to decide until that bowl of soup of yours goes cold: Don’t stand for election to the House of Reason. Remain in the Legion—the inquiry is already decided, and nothing’s happening to you. The House of Reason knows what a good story they have with Major Berlin. They might let your name slip from view so his can shine brighter—the Order was part of that—but they aren’t going to let you go to trial for doing the same thing he did. No matter what the Legion proper might want.”

			Wash cleaned his teeth with his tongue to remove a willowy strand of some leafy vegetable. “I’m not sure how giving up the chance for a seat on the House of Reason is much of an opportunity. Especially when staying in the Legion probably means spending the next however many years until retirement or discharge auditing supply requisitions.”

			The stranger laughed. “No, man. You’re too big a fish for that now. Your future in the Legion as we see it involves serving as a House of Reason attaché. A career in the finest offices in the capital. You advocate to the Legion on the House and Senate’s behalf. And trust me, they’ll love trotting out an appointed officer who proves that the Legion was wrong about the benefits of the program. Basically the same thing they’d have done if you were a delegate. But with one important difference.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“You work for Dark Ops. Not the House. Not the Legion commander. Not the Senate. But us.”

			Wash gave the stranger a quizzical look. “I’m not sure I follow.”

			“No one is going to buy you being a true leej, Captain. That’s just a fact. But those of us in Dark Ops who took the time… we know. And if this whole thing, this whole Galactic Republic, ever goes sideways—and if you ask me, one day it will—you’ll be in a position to do something about it. If, say, Article Nineteen ever needs to be invoked, you’re the man up front who can help it go the right way. And we want you there, because we’ve been watching you. You care more about the Legion than you do about yourself. Is that right?”

			It was. Wash cared about the legacy the Legion had crafted for itself throughout the Savage Wars. For the sacrifices the Legion had made on behalf of the galaxy. Sacrifices personified in men like Berlin. Men like Subs.

			The man from Dark Ops looked down at the bowl of soup. “That looks like it’ll take a little bit of time to cool off. But if you know your answer now, I’d just as soon take it and get on the next transport back to where I need to go.”

			Wash looked straight ahead, almost past the man. “I’ll do it.”

			The stranger rose from his chair. “All right. We’ll be in touch.”

			Wash finished his soup.

			* * *

			It was strange to pick up Alistair from his hotel. It wasn’t exactly like the two men were friends. In fact, other than a very short time on Psydon, they were complete strangers. But it was that common experience—Psydon—that opened a conversation. And it turned out neither of them could shake the ghosts of that battle, and neither had a road map for how to repair their soul-scarring wounds.

			How do you make better something that’s so horribly wrong?

			Wash had called Alistair with a plan to try to do that. To try to heal and make things right. The basic had been enthusiastic about the idea. But now, sitting together in a rented speeder winding along dark, country roads, the comm tech seemed nervous.

			“You think this is a mistake? I’m worried this is a mistake.”

			“I’ve been worrying the same thing, and I have no idea what will happen,” Wash said. “But… she didn’t have to say yes. And, anyway, the only true mistake would be for us to do nothing.”

			“Yeah.”

			The pair didn’t talk after that. No reminiscing about Psydon or swapping perspectives of that thin sliver of time where they’d both experienced the same doro assault. One that had cost them both their best friends.

			Maybe that would come another day. When the pain wasn’t still so raw and fresh.

			The speeder’s internal navigator chimed to tell them that the modest cabin they’d reached was their destination. The surrounding trees—the cabin was nestled at the bottom of mountain foothills—were lit by the cheerful glow of the cabin’s windows, which sent a warm yellow into the darkness. 

			Wash killed the speeder’s forward lights, and the stretch of forest the vehicle faced was instantly draped in darkness. That was something one rarely saw, as it was only visible out here, far removed from the city: pure night.

			“Here we go,” Wash said. He stepped out, stretched off the long drive, then retrieved the flowers from the back seat.

			Alistair repeated the phrase. “Here we go. Here we go.” As if hyping himself up for the meeting.

			The two walked up to the cabin, the soft pine needle carpet reminding Wash of the cushy jungle floor. He wondered if everything for the rest of his life would remind him of Psydon. Wondered whether that planet had become the measuring stick for all of his life’s experiences.

			The front door was heavy and wooden, with no chime or automated greeting program. Just a slab and metal knocker. Rustic and charming. An entryway to the sort of place you’d visit and then spend your entire vacation contemplating never returning to civilized life.

			Wash used his fist to pound on the door, then stepped back.

			The door swung open, and they were greeted by a slender woman not a day over forty. Too young to be a widow, but she was. 

			She smiled somewhat awkwardly at the strangers. “Captain Washam and Specialist—”

			“Alistair,” the basic interrupted her, sticking out a trembling hand. “Just Alistair. Thanks for agreeing to see us, Mrs. Boyd.”

			“Gloria,” Subs’s widow said. She invited the men inside. 

			The cabin was modestly decorated, something of a hunting lodge. An old slug-throwing rifle hung on one wall. An antique. All the furniture was crafted out of logs. Other than the lights, the place seemed to purposely eschew all modern trappings.

			“Did you have trouble finding the cabin?” Gloria looked down at the flowers.

			“Uh… no,” answered Wash. He held up the bouquet he’d forgotten in his hand. “These are for you.”

			“Thank you. I’ll just go find a vase. Make yourselves comfortable.”

			Wash and Alistair didn’t wander far from the door. They inspected the books and the paintings on the wall. Kicked their toes dumbly against a well-worn area rug.

			“I feel like I’m going to be sick,” Alistair said.

			Wash looked at a photo of Subs’s wife and two young boys. They were smiling with a man who had to be Subs himself. It occurred to Wash that he didn’t actually know what the Dark Ops legionnaire looked like under the armor. “Is this him?” he asked Alistair.

			Alistair’s eyes grew wet. “Yeah.”

			“Thanks again for coming,” Gloria said, returning with a glass jar containing the flowers. She set it on the mantel. “I’m sorry about how long of a drive it is from the spaceport. Ellis liked to come out here whenever we could. He didn’t really like the city.”

			“Oh, it was no bother,” Wash said, standing awkwardly with his hands in his pockets, feeling the velvet box he’d brought for the occasion.

			Gloria smiled, then bit her lip as a fresh sting of sorrow rolled over her face. “So. You two, you said you were with him… when…”

			“We were,” Wash said, stepping forward, cutting off the need for Gloria to say out loud words she no doubt dreaded. He retrieved the box containing the Order of the Centurion and held it out to her. “My friend, D’lay Berlin, he also… he was there too. His parents gave me this, and… we all feel it rightfully belongs with you.”

			Alistair opened the box for Gloria to see. The medal caught the light of the fireplace and reflected the gleam onto Gloria’s face.

			“That’s… thank you.” Gloria took the box and closed it. “The boys would probably like to see this. They’re actually excited that you’re coming, since you knew their father.”

			That sentence struck Wash like a punch to the stomach. He tried not to wince. Tried to smile. “Of course. We’d love to meet them.”

			“Boys!” Gloria called. “Come down, please.”

			There was a scuffling of feet, and then two boys, maybe ten or eleven, Wash wasn’t good at guessing children’s ages, stood next to their mother. They were on the verge of becoming men, just starting the transformation.

			“Hello, sir.” They politely greeted each man.

			Alistair and Wash shook their hands, and Wash felt a sense of pride at the composure they both showed. As though he were in a place of privilege and honor for being able to meet them.

			“Captain Washam and… Alistair both knew your father. I thought you might like to talk with them about Daddy.”

			“Can we go out by the campfire?” one of the boys asked.

			“That sounds like fun,” Alistair said, sounding like it was the best thing he’d ever heard.

			“Why don’t you two go set up some extra chairs and we’ll be right out?” Gloria said.

			The boys hastened to follow their mother’s wishes.

			She turned back to face Wash and Alistair. “I didn’t… couldn’t ask this with them in the room. But… what really happened out there. At the end?”

			Alistair looked down.

			“He died a hero,” Wash said. “He died trying to save the rest of us.”
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Chapter 1

			Six years before the Battle of Kublar.

			“How bad is it?” 

			“Well, Sarge, it doesn’t look pretty!” Doc, the legionnaire medic, yelled over the weapons fire impacting only a few yards beside them. “You want the bad news or the worse news?”

			“Not the place or time, Doc.” Sam gritted his teeth against the pain. “Get on with it!”

			The blaster round had struck Sam in the vulnerable spot where the gray armor he wore on his right shoulder connected with his breastplate. The pain was somewhere between being branded with an iron and skewered straight through with a knife. But agony was something Sam had become used to. If the Legion had taught him anything, it was how to bottle pain and move on. What he was worried about was passing out and not being able to rejoin his brothers on the line. 

			“We’re out of skinpacks,” Doc said. “But I’m still going to have to stop the bleeding. I’ve got a flare I can use to cauterize the wound with, but it’s going to make getting shot feel like a kiss on the cheek. This is going to kick you in the balls.”

			Sam propped himself up against the sandbags outside the palace. Not far to his left, the Iron Wolves held their ground despite a massive disadvantage in numbers. But they wouldn’t be able to hold out for long. 

			“Just get me back into the fight, Doc.”

			“You got it.” Doc reached for a thick red cylinder from a discarded ruck. “You want some pain meds before we do this? I know you want to stay alert…”

			“No drugs.” He considered asking for something to bite down on, but it wouldn’t be wise to remove his helmet. He’d have to settle for roaring against the pain.

			Private Rivera—“Bean” to his fellow leejes, a skinny kid new to the Wolves—shouted over the cacophony of blaster fire. “Doc, how’s the sarge?”

			“I’m good to go!” Sam lied. “I just need Doc to patch me up with one of his pink bandages, grab a lollipop, and then I’ll rejoin the line.”

			“Roger that,” Bean answered. 

			“I’m afraid I’m all out of lollipops, but I’ve got your pink bandage right here,” Doc said, striking the flare. It burned to life, fighting off the gloom of the night. “Ready?”

			Sam clenched Doc’s free hand. “If I pass out, you get me up. That’s not a request, that’s an order.”

			Doc leaned over him. The flare burned so bright Sam would have had to look away had it not been for the tech in his helmet dulling the glow. “Howl to the moon if you have to, brother.”

			As the flame pressed against his flesh, Sam did just that, letting all the fiery agony he felt in his shoulder vent through his lungs. He had to fight off the fingers of unconsciousness that wrapped around his mind. 

			Finally the pain subsided. A cold curtain of sweat covered his face. “I gotta… I gotta take off this helmet. Just for a second.”

			Doc pushed Sam gently down. “Fine. Just stay behind cover.” He examined the wound. “Not my best work, but it’ll do. On the bright side, you’ll have a nice scar to remember me by.”

			Sam grunted as he removed his helmet. Drops of rainwater ran down his face, mixing with his sweat. A dreadful odor assaulted his nostrils.

			“Geez, Doc, what’s that smell?”

			Doc tapped his bucket. “My filters are working, so I don’t smell it, but… I’m guessing that smell is you, brother. Nothing like the smell of your own burnt flesh, eh?” Doc grabbed his bag of depleted supplies. “All right then. Back to the line.”

			Sam put his helmet on and stood. “Thanks, Doc. Despite you lighting me like a cigar.” He activated his vibro shield, and it hummed a deadly blue.

			“Just doing my duty for the Legion we all know and love.” Doc gave a quick salute and ran off. 

			Sam switched onto the main L-comm channel with a flip of his tongue. Captain Zeno’s voice could barely be heard over the sounds of combat, but what he lacked in volume he made up for in sheer intensity. “Hold the line, you sons of war, hold the line! The rebels didn’t know the Iron Wolves carried death in their hands! Make ’em pay and KTF to the grave!” 

			“Oorah!” roared the few remaining Iron Wolves. The sound gave Sam goose bumps as he raced to join them. 

			“Let ’em hear it!” Captain Zeno shouted into his comms. “All helmets broadcast on full. Let ’em know death is coming for ’em!”

			Sam rejoined the leejes as they roared into the night. It was clear every Iron Wolf still on his feet had turned his external speaker on full as they cried, “Oorah! Oorah! Oorah!”

			



		

Chapter 2

			Seventy-Two Hours Earlier

			Bean held his blaster rifle as though it were a microphone and looked into an imaginary camera. The rest of the Iron Wolves were gathered around, his devoted audience. 

			“Well, Troy,” Bean began, doing his best impersonation of a deep-voiced holonews anchor. “I would usually open our interview with something along the lines of, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the show,’ but since there are neither ladies nor gentlemen among us, I guess we’ll settle for, ‘Welcome, lost souls and those who’ve made poor life choices.’”

			With a grin, Troy stepped up beside him and leaned over the barrel of the weapon, keeping up the illusion that it was a microphone. “That’s right, Private Rivera. We’re here with the legendary Iron Wolves this fine morning. Their poor life choices have led to them being shuttled to an Oba-forsaken planet on the fringe of Republic-controlled space. It’s called Cononga, and I hear it’s a lovely vacation destination.”

			There were laughs from the squad, and Sergeant Samson was happy to see it. After all they’d been through together, it was healthy for them to crack a few jokes. And he was pleased that they didn’t mind joking around in front of their sergeant.

			“You don’t say.” Bean looked to his fellow commentator. “And why are the almighty Iron Wolves being ordered to this lovely planet?”

			“Well, Bean, I thought you’d never ask.” Troy looked around the cramped shuttle space at the other legionnaires. “It seems we’ve been asked here by the ruling powers due to our reputation as loyal upstanding soldiers of the Repub—”

			“Nope, nope,” Bean said, interrupting. “I think you’re reading from the wrong cue cards. That doesn’t sound right.”

			“Oh, clumsy me.” Troy shuffled some imaginary cards and began again. “It seems the ruling powers in the country of Cononga, which the planet takes its name from, have asked the Iron Wolves to be present for their official inclusion into the Republic because…” He peered at an imaginary card and raised an eyebrow. “Well, it seems that word of our exploits as legendary warriors has spread across the galaxy!”

			“Oorah!” shouted the men in the shuttle. 

			Troy and Bean continued back and forth like this, going on about all the downtime and rest they could look forward to, and all the lovely women on the planet who were just dying to meet a real-life legionnaire. Of course, those things awaited only these few who were lucky enough to pull the job. Most of the Wolves had been left behind on board the Breaker. Only a squad-sized element was needed for the backwater ceremony.

			And despite Bean and Troy’s joking around, Sam knew this assignment really was an honor for the Iron Wolves. This was a big day for the country, if not the entire planet, which was years behind in terms of technology. This ceremony marked the moment when Cononga would become a formal ally of the Republic—the first step on the path to one day becoming a full member of the Galactic Republic—and they had chosen the Iron Wolves to help mark the occasion. Apparently the people of Cononga held warriors of the Wolves’ caliber in high regard. Rumor was the leejes would be greeted almost as celebrities.

			Still, Sam thought it was a strange assignment. His team was used to fighting in the toughest corners of galaxy’s edge, not doing what amounted to public relations work. But who was he to argue? A few days on a mission like this would be good for the men. They could use a little rest time before they were sent into yet another fight with some planet’s inhabitants who were stepping out of line. 

			The holographic display screen sprang to life, and the men instantly quieted as Captain Zeno’s image appeared on the screen, broadcasting from up front with the pilot. With his short-cut black hair, square jaw, and black eye patch across his right eye—he never told the story of how he’d gotten it—he had the look of a killer. Or maybe he simply was a killer, and no looks could hide that fact. There was a deadly presence to the man, and Sam was glad Zeno, rather than one of the Wolves’ point lieutenants, was the officer in charge.

			“Don’t you all look like fine, upstanding Republic Legionnaires,” Captain Zeno said. 

			Sam looked around at the men. They were kitted out with clean, new armor and weapons—a very uncharacteristic look for the Iron Wolves. It seemed the Senate only issued new equipment when men were going to be paraded around as a symbol of the Republic. When new equipment would actually save leej lives in a firefight… well, then budget concerns always seemed to come into play. 

			“Well,” the captain continued, “I know better. But I still expect you all to be on your best behavior.”

			“Yes, sir,” every throat in the room responded. 

			“Sergeant Samson.” Captain Zeno looked to Sam. “I’ll stay with the men once we land and make sure no one goes on any spur-of-the-moment joyrides. I need you to rendezvous with our guide and the representative the Senate has set up for us.”

			“Yes, sir,” Sam replied, though internally he was less than pleased. Great, he thought, I get to go rub shoulders with whatever clown the Senate has running this gig. 

			Captain Zeno gave him a look that said he knew exactly what his sergeant was thinking. But it wasn’t a stern look, it was an understanding one, with a twinkle in his one eye. “Good,” he said. “Prepare for landing, men. We touch down in a few minutes.” And he disappeared from the holographic screen. 

			Yeah, it was a good thing Zeno was the officer in charge. Sam had just regained his sergeant stripes after being busted down a rank—again. This time, he was determined to make it stick.

			Troy looked over to Sam. “Sarge, you think we’ll have to return our new armor and weapons when we get back? I mean, they had to fit us for it, so this gear is specific to all our bodies, right? I mean, anyone else who tries this on besides me is going to have a ton of room in the crotch.”

			Sam laughed. “Who knows what the almighty Republic has planned for us. Remember ours is not to ask why, ours is but to do and die.”

			“Oorah to that, sir,” said Troy. He was looking at his brand-new N-4 with all the admiration of a historian holding a prized relic. “I just hope we get to keep the weapons at least.”

			“Troy! You gotta stop stroking your rifle like that…” Bean said. “It’s getting weird, man.” Though Bean was new to the unit, he and Troy already seemed like they’d been friends forever.

			“You think everything’s weird.” Troy ran a hand through his Mohawk haircut. “You thought my haircut was weird, you think the way I get dressed in the morning is weird, and you think the way I eat is weird.”

			“You are kind of a weird guy,” Doc chimed in. “I’ve seen you eat. The way you divide up all your food… it’s unnatural.”

			“It’s not right,” Bean agreed. 

			Troy shook his head. “You guys are animals. Letting different kinds of food touch each other on the plate is barbaric. Might as well just mix it all up into a slop while you’re at it.”

			“Your food thing is kind of weird, Private,” Sam said with a grin. Usually he stayed out of these types of conversations, but he couldn’t help himself this time around. “I think we should get you another full psych eval when we get back home.”

			Troy’s jaw dropped. “Another psych eval? I never got my first one!”

			A round of laughter warmed the shuttle, followed by a rumble of turbulence. 

			“Touch down in ten,” Captain Zeno’s voice thundered over the craft’s speakers. “Buckle up.”

			Sam made sure his shoulder harness was secure, then quickly looked over all eight men in his squad. They were well-trained: harnesses were secured, helmets were stowed under their seats, weapons held in laps with the safeties on. 

			The shuttle shook again. 

			We’re trapped in an impervisteel box floating through the sky on repulsors… Sam much preferred a firefight on solid ground to putting his fate in the hands of technology. But as always, he pushed the thought away. 

			The reverse propulsion engines whined, a harsh rocking motion announced their touchdown onto Cononga, and the shuttle doors opened. 

			Sam was always the first to exit. It was a rule he had with his men. He was the first to exit and the last to board. That was if he wasn’t ordered otherwise. Captain Zeno was usually right beside him.

			With his new helmet in one hand and his shiny N-4 in the other, he walked down the ramp onto the planet of Cononga and looked around. 

			To the left of the dirt airfield, he saw farmers bent over working rice paddies far into the distance. Beyond that was dense jungle. That fit the description he’d read of Cononga. It wasn’t the tropical vacation paradise Bean and Troy kidded about, but an agrarian jungle planet whose primary export was rice. 

			To his right stood a hangar housing a seriously ancient, rust bucket of a starship. Once, it might have been a top-of-the-line fighter craft, but Sam would be surprised if the thing even started anymore. It looked like a relic of the Savage Wars—of the early Savage Wars, at that.

			Next to the hangar was a single-story square structure that looked like an office. Sam started toward it as Captain Zeno and the rest of the Wolves unloaded behind him.

			As he came near, shouting sounded from inside the office building. Sam’s battle instincts kicked in, telling him to don his helmet and let its amplifiers tell him what was going on. Telling him to approach down the sights of his N-4. 

			Easy there, Sam coached himself. It’s just a diplomatic mission. No need to scare the locals. 

			A deep guttural growl made Sam rethink that position. It sounded like a massive dog was inside the building. He thought for a moment to contact the captain—but to tell him what? That a stray puppy was on the loose?

			He should have brought someone with him. He knew better than to scout ahead on his own. Even on a diplomatic mission, protocols existed for a reason. But he wasn’t going back now and making some big deal about a dog. 

			He moved forward with his weapon at the low ready. The voice grew in volume, accompanied by the animal’s baritone growls. 

			“I told you, Fenra doesn’t go anywhere I don’t go. We’re a package deal.” It was a stern voice. A woman. “I wouldn’t push your luck with her either. She’s not the forgiving type. And she says—well, I’m not going to tell you what she says because she needs to work on cleaning up her language. But it’s not going to end well for you if you keep pushing the subject. We’re together for a few days. Just deal with it.”

			A man’s voice answered, officious but unsure. “I was not informed that our ambassador would be traveling with a full-grown lyconlore. I’ll have to clear this with my superiors.”

			Sam reached the door, but didn’t go in. He wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but he thought it wise to wait for the tension of the moment to die before knocking. 

			“You do whatever it is you gotta do, Glasses,” the female said. “And by the way, Fenra says there’s someone standing outside the door.”

			Sam took a step back. Busted. He cleared his throat and knocked. 

			“Hello? This is Sergeant Sam Samson with the Iron Wolves, Ninety-First Republic Legion. We just touched down and were told to meet our guide and contact here.”

			He’d never quite forgiven his parents for naming him Sam Samson. Either they had no imagination whatsoever, or they really liked the name Sam.

			Feet and paws shuffled on the other side of the door, and a pungent odor made Sam’s eyes water. He was tempted to put his bucket on.

			The door unlocked and swung open. A hulking creature filled the doorway. From pointed ears to massive rear paws, it measured at least eight feet, and the dark gray fur covering its body did little to hide its substantial muscles. A long snout and yellow eyes greeted the sergeant. 

			Sam wasn’t sure if he should say hello or aim his weapon at the beast. 

			“Well, come on in,” the female voice said from somewhere behind the alien creature. “Or do you just want to stand there staring at each other?”

			



		

Chapter 3

			“I, uh, no, I guess I’ll come in.” The sergeant squeezed through the door, pressing his body against the frame in order not to come too close to the massive creature staring at him like its next meal. 

			Beyond the doorway was what looked like a waiting room. A few uncomfortable looking chairs were set against the walls, and a table held scattered pamphlets. A woman lounged in one of the chairs, her dirty boots kicked up on the table, an ancient blaster rested low on her hip. She was leafing through one of the pamphlets, although it didn’t look like she was actually reading it. In front of her stood a straight-backed man with prim glasses and a pristine haircut. His dark blue uniform and shiny black shoes clearly defined him as a Senate liaison.

			“I’m Sergeant Samson with the Iron Wolves,” Sam said. “I was looking for our local guide and the representative from the Senate?” 

			“Sergeant.” The man stepped forward with a ready smile and an overaggressive handshake. “I’m representing the Senate here on Cononga. My name is Lyn Nix.”

			The liaison’s palm was so smooth, Sam felt compelled to look down at the perfectly manicured nails. It had been ages since he’d seen skin free of any callouses. Lyn’s hand made his own hand look like a paw. 

			Lyn nodded at the woman in the chair. “This is our local guide, Sola Kole, and her—errr…” He looked with unease at the massive creature still in the doorway. “Her companion. I was just discussing the possibility of leaving the creature behind when you—”

			“I told you, we’re a package deal.” 

			Sola stood up and tossed the pamphlet on the table. Sam squinted at the title: What Can the Republic Do for You? 

			“Fenra comes with me, that’s it,” Sola said.

			Lyn swallowed distastefully. “Well… I’m open to discussing this further. Perhaps Fenra can just stay a few steps behind us, or…”

			The creature sidled up beside him, dwarfing him in size. It leaned down and looked directly into Lyn’s eyes. 

			“Or she could just come,” Lyn squeaked. “She can come with us, yes, that’d be just fine. Achoo!” He reached into a breast pocket and pulled out a handkerchief just in time to catch an onslaught of sneezes. 

			Of course this guy carries a handkerchief. 

			“Well,” Sam said, “now that that’s all squared up, the rest of my squad is ready and waiting outside.”

			“Great,” said Sola. “Let’s get this show on the road. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can all stop pretending to be friends.” 

			“Not looking for friends, ma’am. Just hoping we can at least be civil.” Sam extended his hand.

			Sola stood a few inches shorter than him, but somehow seemed to be looking down at him. She ignored the proffered hand and patted him on the shoulder. “Friendship and trust are earned. But I agree, Legionnaire. We can play nice while you’re visiting my sandbox.”

			She walked out the door.

			Fenra seized the opportunity to grab Sam’s still-outstretched hand, engulfing it with a huge, hairy paw. She gave it a single pump and then followed after Sola. 

			Lyn stepped up beside Sam. “I’m sorry about that.” He spoke as if they were old friends sharing gossip. “I can request a different guide from President Gen. He and I are on very good terms.”

			“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Sam said. “It’s refreshing to have someone tell me exactly how they feel instead of lying to my face. If we can just get the… the—well, whatever Fenra is—to take a shower and maybe scrub her teeth, we’ll be fine.” He breathed through his mouth, wondering how long it would take for the smell of wet fur and bad breath to dissipate.

			“Oh, right!” Lyn burst into a forced laugh and slapped him on the back. “Get her to wash. Good one, Sam!”

			Sam raised his eyebrow and gave the man a stare. He didn’t like being touched. Not by strangers, anyhow.

			Lyn pulled back his hand. “Oh. Sorry about that.” He cleared his throat and hurried out the door. 

			In Sam’s experience, there were two types of representatives the Senate sent out to do their politicking. Those who straight up hated the Legion and didn’t try to hide it, and those who seemed eager to try and make nice. To pretend there was a relationship that didn’t exist. 

			Sam preferred the former.

			Then again, maybe Sam shouldn’t have been so hard-edged. It might have been fun to see the liaison play buddy-buddy with the rest of the Wolves. As Sam exited the building, he grinned at the thought of Lyn clapping Captain Zeno on the back. 

			He speed-walked to catch up with the others before they reached Captain Zeno and the rest of the squad, who appeared to be watching with some amusement the comical mix that approached. 

			Lyn trotted forward to arrive first. “Captain Zeno, I presume?” He extended a hand of welcome. “I’m Representative Lyn Nix. It’s great to meet you and the rest of your party.”

			“Squad.” Captain Zeno shook Lyn’s hand. 

			“Excuse me?” Lyn pulled his hand away with a wince. 

			“We’re a squad, not a party. I don’t see any confetti or streamers here.” He turned his one good eye to the hulking Fenra. “And what in Oba’s good name do we have here?”

			“This is Fenra,” Sola said. “She’s a lyconlore. I’m Sola. We’ll be your guides while you’re here on Cononga. There’s a transportation truck on the other side of the office building. It’s a short ride to the city.”

			As Sola, Captain Zeno, and Lyn settled into a logistics conversation, Sam felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. Like he was being watched. Years of experience had told him to trust that feeling—and years of training had taught him to act naturally and not whirl around to search the perimeter. So he stood at ease and casually panned his gaze across the hundred and eighty degrees he could see. 

			Spotting nothing of interest, he scratched the back of his head, “accidentally” dropping his helmet in the process. He turned to pick it up, taking the opportunity to quickly scan the two buildings and the dense jungle beyond. 

			There was something there. A glint in the undergrowth. 

			Had his helmet been on, he could have called in what he was seeing through private L-comm to get some additional eyes. As it was, he couldn’t look too obvious and risk spooking whoever was out there. He dusted off his helmet and gave one last glance into the foliage. Whatever had been there, catching the sun, was now gone. It was probably nothing. This wasn’t a warzone, after all. It was some kind of House of Reason public relations stunt, having the legionnaires pose for pictures in their pretty, new armor. Sam was probably just seeing things and being overly paranoid, but a healthy dose of paranoia was what had always kept him sharp. 

			And alive.

			Captain Zeno pounded a closed fist on the hull of the transport ship, giving them the all-clear to leave atmo and rejoin the Republic frigate waiting for them in-system.

			“Sergeant Samson,” he said. “A word before we hump it to the transport truck?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Sola and Fenra led the other leejes toward their ride. Sam noticed that although some of the leejes were checking their gear, quite a few were checking Sola’s curvy figure instead. Lyn hurried alongside, trying to make awkward small talk with anyone in the squad who would make eye contact with him. He appeared to be having little success.

			Sam fell in step beside the captain, and they brought up the rear, out of earshot of the others. 

			“You see them out there?” Captain Zeno asked quietly, looking straight ahead. 

			“I saw something,” Sam answered. He forced himself to look away from the jungle and to the captain, like the two were having a normal conversation. “The sun caught glass, maybe a pair of macros or a scope.”

			“There were at least two, maybe more.”

			“Trouble?”

			“Could be. Or it could just be locals wanting to get a glimpse of the Iron Wolves before the formal parade. We’re supposed to be a big deal, remember? Called out here by Cononga’s president himself. But my nose tells me that something doesn’t smell right, and I’m not talking about the lyconlore.”

			“Should we tell the squad?”

			Captain Zeno took a moment to consider the question. “They’re all good leejes,” he said. “They know not to let their guard down. Just remind them that they’re still on the clock. Our mission isn’t to patrol the jungles, and these sons of the Legion could use a few days’ downtime. Let’s hope they get it. But Sergeant… let’s you and I keep our eyes open.”

			



		

Chapter 4

			The ride from the poor excuse of an airfield to the outskirts of Cononga’s capital city was not at all what Sam had expected for supposedly revered guests of honor. Instead of rolling in a luxury sled with blackout windows, he and the rest of his squad were piled in a large, open trailer hitched behind a two-seater cab. Sola drove while Fenra stuck her head out of the window and let the wind play with her ears. To the squad’s dismay, Lyn sat in the back with the rest of them and chattered away about Cononga and its history. 

			It wasn’t even a repulsor-capable vehicle; dust clouds kicked up behind them as they bounced hard along a bumpy dirt road, which could barely be called a road.

			 The jungle pressed in thickly on both sides as if it had plans to reclaim the ground it had lost. Sam tried to keep an eye on their surroundings, but he couldn’t see more than a couple meters into the verdant foliage. 

			“… and that was the second time I was thrown in the brig for indecent exposure and fighting on the same night,” Troy said to Lyn, holding up a pair of fingers.

			Sam smiled inwardly. The squad was apparently making a game of seeing who could get the Senate liaison to crack, grow indignantly offended, or flush with embarrassment. 

			“Well, you don’t say?” Lyn chewed on his lower lip as if in thought. “I have a similar story. Once, when I was going through my schooling, I stayed up an entire hour past curfew. They said lights out at ten o’clock, but I didn’t care! Well, I don’t have to tell you, my instructors were less than pleased. I almost got written up for that one.”

			Bean ran a hand through his thick beard. “Dude… that’s, uh, not the same at all.” 

			“Wait, wait, that’s not all of it!” Lyn raised his hands as if he was going to divulge a secret. “You didn’t ask me why I stayed out an hour past curfew.”

			Troy and Bean looked to one another with amused smiles. 

			The silence lengthened. 

			“Why did you stay up?” Doc Dobson asked finally. 

			“I’m glad you asked, because this is going to be good.” Lyn lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “I was meeting a girl. And not just any girl. Jasmine Fox.”

			The men looked at one another confused. Clearly Lyn had thought this was a name everyone would immediately recognize. 

			Bean raised his hand. “She some kind of stripper, or…?”

			“Oh, come now, gentlemen! Surely you’ve heard of Doctor Jasmine Fox?”

			Blank stares looked back at him. No sign of recognition.

			“So, like… was she hot?” asked Private Jarman.

			Lyn looked to Captain Zeno for support. When the captain studiously ignored him, the liaison turned to Sam. 

			Sam only shrugged. 

			Lyn sighed with exasperation. “Doctor Fox is the leading mind behind the nanotech movement. She’s the driving force that bolstered mechanized integration inside the Republic military!” He leaned back in his seat. “That’s who Jasmine Fox is.”

			“You lost me at nanotechnology,” said Troy. 

			“You lost me at who gives a sket,” added Bean with a roll of his eyes. “Are you just making up fancy words to try and confuse us?”

			“What? No.” Lyn took off his glasses to clean them with his handkerchief. 

			Doc Dobson leaned forward in his seat. “I gotta say, I think Jarman got right to the heart of the matter. Was she hot?”

			“She was that most rare of flowers.” Lyn put his glasses back on. 

			All the men stifled a laugh at Lyn’s choice of words. Sam even allowed himself a grin. 

			Only Captain Zeno remained stoic. He continued to survey the jungle, as diligent as ever. 

			Soon buildings began popping up on both sides of the road, in vivid blues and bright oranges. It seemed the Conongan government didn’t have much in the way of zoning laws, as homes and shops stood intermingled without any semblance of districts or planning. Wherever the jungle could be beaten back to make room, some sort of structure had taken its place. 

			The local populace waved and shouted to them with bright smiles and eager eyes as they passed. It seemed the entire city, from the youngest child to the oldest grandparent, had come out to welcome the legionnaires. Some ran alongside the vehicle, grinning like maniacs. They really were being treated as celebrities. 

			Sam found the whole thing disconcerting. Put him in a trench taking enemy fire, and he knew exactly what to do. But to actually be welcomed by the locals…it just didn’t feel natural. So he scanned the crowd, doing his best to try to pick out any signs of trouble: people watching from back in the shadows, scowling faces, bulges under a shirt or beneath a waistband. 

			“So,” Lyn shouted over the noise of the vehicle and the crowd, “as you can see, we’ve entered the outskirts of the capital city of Noi. We’re headed for the palace steps, where the president will be waiting. We’ll have a brief run-through so we all know how it’s going to go at tomorrow’s official signing. You’re going to have a grand time! As you can see, the people of Noi are thrilled to have you here. The reputation of the Iron Wolves precedes you!”

			Bean stood up, laced his fingers, and shook them on either side of his shoulders like he had won an award. The others laughed and seemed to be enjoying all the attention from the locals. Most waved and smiled at the adoring crowd. The scene was straight out of a House of Reason public relations holo. 

			But Sam still felt uneasy. Somehow, he just couldn’t enjoy playing the part of a hero. Maybe because you know the real heroes are gone. The real heroes are the reason you’re even here today. 

			Sola managed to avoid hitting any of the pedestrians as she moved through the narrow streets—an impressive feat, given that the dense crowd seemed never to have learned the basic rules of road safety. Eventually the brakes screeched, and they came to a halt in a statued courtyard with a grassy knoll at its center. A long, stone stairway led south to iron gates that protected an important-looking building with white domed roofs. That had to be the presidential palace.

			Captain Zeno jumped off the back of the vehicle, barking orders. “Keep it tight, eyes open. We’re here to work, not on a vacation.” 

			The leejes followed suit, and Sola and Fenra fell in step alongside them. Lyn led them through a crowd of well-wishers, who respectfully parted to make way. As they approached the iron gates, Cononga soldiers, dressed in green military fatigues and carrying outdated rifles, opened the gates and saluted them. 

			Sam gritted his teeth. There were too many people, and the chatter, in a broken dialect that almost, but not quite, resembled Sam’s own, was grating to his ear. Worst of all, with his N-4 in his right hand and his helmet in his left, if things went bad he’d be a few seconds late in reacting. And a few seconds could mean the difference between giving, or taking, a blaster round to the skull. 

			Put your bucket on.

			He wanted to. But if he did, the men would feel obligated to do the same. And they were supposed to present a friendly face to the locals—not faceless visors.

			“Sir! Iron Wolf!” A boy was fighting his way through the ocean of people, trying to capture Sam’s attention. “Sir!”

			Sam drifted to the edge of the procession and looked down at the little one. The kid was skinny without being sickly. His fair skin and white hair were coated with a fresh layer of dirt, probably from running alongside the vehicle. He couldn’t be more than twelve. 

			The boy pointed to Sam’s left shoulder—to the emblem of their squad marked on his armor. A snarling wolf. 

			“You are a Wolf!” the boy declared, with wide eyes full of wonder. “You’re an Iron Wolf!”

			“That’s right,” Sam said. He scanned the area in case this was some kind of ploy. He had faced enemies who were not above using children as decoys, or even as human shields. “I’m an Iron Wolf.”

			The boy’s mouth dropped open. He reached out as if to caress the emblem, then, remembering himself, pulled his hand back. “I’ll be an Iron Wolf one day, too.”

			“I don’t doubt it,” Sam said with a smile. 

			He continued with the squad up the stone steps that led up to the palace entrance. Lyn stopped them at a broad plaza about halfway up, where more Conongan soldiers were doing their best to keep the populace back and in order. 

			Above, guards on either side of the entrance opened the black metal doors for an overweight man with a ready smile. He descended the steps to them with open arms. 

			“Welcome to the capital city of Noi! I am President Van Gen, and we are so honored you have come to be present as we enter partnership with the Republic. I have no doubt that as the nation of Cononga goes, so will the rest of Cononga. Soon the entire world will join the illustrious Galactic Republic!”

			The part of the crowd that was within earshot cheered at this announcement, and soon the enthusiasm swept to the rest in joyful revelry, whether they knew what had been said or not.

			Sola and Fenra stood off to the side while Lyn gave a slight bow before sweeping his arm out to introduce the legionnaires. “President Gen, this is Captain Zeno and the Iron Wolves. Captain Zeno, this is President Gen.”

			Captain Zeno extended a hand with a tight nod. “President Gen, thank you for having us.”

			Sam looked out across the gathered throngs. From this elevated vantage point, Sam could see to the tops of the surrounding buildings. A glint of sunlight caught his eye from the roof of a building to his left, no more than a half kilometer away. He studied the spot. There was a figure there, dressed in black, holding a pair of binoculars. As Sam watched, the figure motioned to someone in the crowd below. 

			Sam felt his stomach twist into a knot. He could already see what was about to happen, and he was too late.

			Two men in the crowd threw back long robes, revealing shiny new blasters. They aimed them at the president.

			



		

Chapter 5

			Time slowed as Sam’s training kicked in. 

			“Hostiles, eight o’clock!” 

			He went to a knee. His helmet fell on the step next to him as his weapon rose to his eye. 

			“Get down!”

			He took in every detail of his targets as he lifted his N-4, but could make out little; the two men in the crowd were draped in baggy clothing that shrouded their features. 

			The shooters’ shiny blasters couldn’t have fired many rounds in their short existence, but they fired now. The familiar whine split the air as yellow shots erupted through the gathered crowd. 

			Sam released the breath from his lungs. He refused to let the adrenaline coursing through his veins cause him to make a mistake. 

			One shot. He repeated the old mantra in his head. One kill.

			Screaming filled the square. Panicked revelers fled in terror.

			Sam lined up his first target and immediately took the shot. He adjusted his blaster rifle with a quick exhalation, and took down the second shooter a half second later. Both targets fell in what was now a churning mass of bodies trying to escape. In situations like this, more people would be killed from trampling than from blasters. 

			Sam looked behind him to see what damage the shooters had done before he had eliminated the threat. 

			A few scorch marks lined the steps of the palace, but no one was harmed. But there was no time to feel relief. 

			“More hostiles!” cried Private Moon. 

			Sure enough, multiple shooters, all dressed in the same loose clothing, were now popping up all over the square.

			A pair of Iron Wolves—Thompson and Jarman—assisted the local security in rushing President Gen inside. The other legionnaires slammed on their helmets and brought their weapons to bear. 

			With the president out of range, the hostiles now focused their blaster fire on the legionnaires. Bolts flew from a dozen different directions. 

			Sam grabbed his helmet and slammed it on his head. Captain Zeno was already barking orders over the L-comm. 

			“Fall back behind our ride!” Captain Zeno snapped. “I want suppressing fire. And choose your targets carefully. We aren’t here to kill kids.”

			As Sam moved toward the vehicle, a round hit him in the left shin. It felt as though he’d been struck with a seamball bat. Even with the armor’s protection, Sam’s leg buckled, and he lost his balance on the palace steps, but he smoothly turned his fall into a roll and tumbled down. When he leapt to his feet at the bottom of the stairs, his weapon came up with him. 

			He sighted another hostile running toward them. This one was wearing a vest dangling with grenades. He probably wasn’t the same dude that shot Sam in the shin… but he would have to do. 

			Sam took a second to aim, then squeezed off a round. It hit the soldier dead center on his chest, and his explosive vest detonated. 

			A shock wave of grisly carnage rolled across the square. As Sam lowered his head to weather the storm, he checked on his injured shin. It hurt like hell, but the shiny new armor the Senate had provided to showboat them around in was the real deal, top-of-the-line stuff. It had absorbed the shot in a way that his previous kit, worn down from too long use, never could, even if it was the same model.

			I guess those no-good silver spoons at the Senate are good for something. 

			Small-arms fire sizzled through the air as the Iron Wolves called out targets, assembling a cohesive, and lethal, counterfire. Each leej moved from target to target in a seemingly never-ending series of kills.

			“Hit you in the leg?” Doc asked, coming to a skidding halt beside Sam. 

			“I’m whole.” Sam didn’t even look over at the corpsman; he was too busy sending a volley of fire at the top of an enemy’s head peeking over the edge of a roof. “This shiny dress armor can take a hit.”

			“Roger that. Can you make it to the cover of the truck?”

			“Let’s go.” Sam rose to his feet. 

			He had to force his legs to move. His right shin felt like it was going to give out on him with every step. It throbbed with a deep ache. The bone was bruised. 

			Being a legionnaire had taught Sam all kinds of fun stuff—like how to kill an enemy with his bare hands. It had also taught him how to deal with pain. How to recognize it, but not dwell on it; how to look past it to the next task that needed doing. 

			Right now, Sam focused on reaching the cover of the truck a few dozen yards away. 

			Scores of unlucky locals writhed in pain across the square, but the area was mostly cleared of fleeing civilians, leaving the Iron Wolves, a few members of the local militia, and the insurgents, to shoot it out without risk of further collateral damage.

			Sam rounded the vehicle and slammed into the cab area with the rest of his squad. All ten of the legionnaire diplomatic contingent were present. 

			“You good, Sergeant?” Captain Zeno asked via the comms. “Time to take it to these cowards!”

			“Oorah that, sir,” Sam said, quickly looking over his men. If any of them were injured, they didn’t show it. They were finding firing lanes through the open back of the vehicle or around it, keeping the insurgents from getting any closer. “Orders?”

			“You all should coordinate with the Conongan militia,” Sola shouted, her blaster in her right hand, taking shots at the attackers, as she backpedaled around the front of the vehicle to take cover with them. Her beastly partner was nowhere to be seen. “Better to get them on the same plan as you instead of running into each other’s firing lanes.”

			“Who’s attacking us?” Captain Zeno’s voice was the polar opposite of Sola’s. Where she was sarcastic—almost complacent—the captain was intense and ready to kill. “What do they want?”

			“Beats me,” Sola answered. 

			“Not good enough.” Captain Zeno’s voice was as cold as a steel knife. “Try again.”

			“If I had to guess, they’re part of a separatist faction in the north. Just radicals. Didn’t think they had the credits to buy weapons, much less start a war.” Sola managed to sound indifferent even as she shouted to be heard over the sound of blaster fire. 

			“Get the Conongan militia to take the left side of the square,” Captain Zeno said to her. He looked over at Sam. “Sergeant, go with her and coordinate from their position.”

			“Roger that, sir.” Sam popped off a few more rounds over the hood of the vehicle. “Ammo’s already running low, sir. We didn’t expect to get into a fight.”

			“Conserve the charge packs you have.”

			“Yes, sir.” Sam gave Sola a nod. “I’ll follow you. This is your backyard. You know where we’re going?” 

			Sola scanned the square with her bright blue eyes. She pointed to a building on their left where a group of Conongan militia had taken cover. “That’s Colonel Minh. Let’s go there.”

			“Okay, keep low,” Sam said. “Where’s Fenra?”

			As if in answer, a bloodcurdling scream rose above the sounds of weapons fire. Sam had heard a man scream like that only once before, on a backwater planet out on the edge, when some nightmarish jungle creature found a local and ripped him in two.

			“Fenra prefers to do her killing up close,” Sola said with a grin. “Follow me.”

			They took off in a low, crouching run. 

			“Let’s give them some cover,” Captain Zeno barked. “But only shoot at what you can hit.”

			While Sam ran with Sola to the Conongan militia, Captain Zeno’s voice continued speaking on a private channel that included only Sam and the starship orbiting the planet. 

			“Breaker, this is Captain Zeno, come in.”

			“Captain Zeno, this is Major Roy, go ahead.”

			Sam groaned inwardly at the name. Major Roy was a point puppet, a privileged elite from the House of Reason who had never seen actual combat or even sent any kind of strike against the enemy. 

			“Major Roy.” Captain Zeno remained calm despite the chaos around him. “We’ve encountered a group of hostiles. Requesting immediate reinforcements and a tactical strike on three Cononga buildings being used as firing positions. Grid coordinates Hex—”

			“Captain Zeno,” the major interrupted, “you are on a peaceful mission. You are not authorized to engage the populace. I repeat, do not engage the populace.” He spoke less like an officer than a teacher telling a child why he was supposed to walk, not run, around the pool. “Cease fire immediately.”

			“To hell with that!” Captain Zeno’s calm was gone. “We are taking fire and require air support and reinforcements as soon as possible. This little diplomatic ceremony has gone to the nine hells.”

			Silence. 

			“Major!” Captain Zeno shouted. “My men are going to die if you don’t make this happen!”

			“Stand by.” Major Roy spoke as if he were being woken from a dream. “I’ll have to get clearance from my superiors. In the meantime, I’m… I’m ordering you to remove yourself from the altercation.”

			“You’re what?”

			“These internal affairs on Cononga can be… sticky.”

			“Yeah, roger that.” 

			Sam and Sola finished their run, diving for cover around the building. They joined the rest of the pinned-down Conongan militia, who were keeping low to avoid a torrid volley of blaster fire.

			Captain Zeno ended the transmission, then spoke to Sam on a private comm. “All right, Sergeant. Point or no point, I’m not letting anyone shoot at the Wolves and get away with it. If Major Roy needs some time to figure things out, we’ll give it to him, but we know what needs to be done right here, right now.”

			“I’m with you, sir,” Sam replied in between panting breaths. “Let’s take it to ’em.”

			



		

Chapter 6

			Sam took a quick appraisal of the man Sola had pointed out as the leader of the Conongan militia. Colonel Minh was surprisingly young, perhaps early thirties, and his eyes were every bit as wide as those of the young, awestruck boy Sam had talked to on his way up the steps of the palace. With one distinct difference: Colonel Minh’s eyes were saucers of fear. 

			Sam had seen that look a dozen times before, sometimes in the eyes of his own men, more often in the eyes of their enemy. The dazed look of confusion. 

			He quickly scanned the handful of soldiers with him. Most were holding it together better than their leader, but their ill-fitting green fatigues and helmets—Minh’s was so small it covered only the dome of his head—told Sam everything he needed to know about the Conongans’s level of military preparedness.

			For a culture so enamored with warriors like the Iron Wolves, it struck Sam as odd that they would appear to be so inept when a fight broke out. Clearly there was something more to these Conongans.

			“Hey!” Sam shouted at the colonel. “You in charge here?”

			Colonel Minh mumbled something inaudible, without making eye contact. 

			The man was not exactly inspiring his men. As they looked at their frozen leader, Sam could see whatever courage they had melting by the second. 

			The day you are destined to die is already set for you. Sam took a deep breath as he reminded himself of this truth. You’re a legionnaire. You’re already dead. 

			He rose to his feet, ignoring the enemy weapons fire that slammed into the corner of the building not a yard from his position. Unless the insurgents had a tank, the wall would keep them protected—for now. He grabbed Colonel Minh by the collar, yanked him to his feet, pressed him hard against the building… and slapped him hard across the jaw. 

			The Conongan militiamen cried out in surprise. They looked to one another as if seeking direction, and Sam saw a few fingers tighten around weapons, as if these men might just do something about their colonel being smacked around. 

			Sola casually waved her blaster at the group. “Easy there, cherries. Give him a chance. He’s a legionnaire, remember?”

			Sam reminded himself to thank Sola after this was all done. She, at least, seemed to understand that their lives might depend on instilling a shred of courage into this shaking colonel. 

			“Listen to me, Colonel,” Sam said harshly. “I don’t have time to get to know you. I can’t find out why you fight, who you fight for, or what will push you in the right direction to be the leader you’re called to be right now. What I can do is tell you that your brothers need you. Now.”

			He stepped back and gestured to the other Conongan soldiers. 

			Minh turned his face toward his men, and the fog over his eyes cleared a bit. A thin line of blood trickled down the corner of his split lip. Sam had really walloped him. 

			“Now, me and the Iron Wolves, we’re here to help you. You’re not alone. We have your back.” Sam released the colonel. “But you need to get it together. If not for yourself, then for your men. We gotta get in this fight. Are you with me?”

			Colonel Minh nodded. 

			“Say it!” Sam clapped the colonel hard on the shoulder. “Tilt your head back and yell it to the sky. Let the enemy know we’re coming for ’em!”

			“I’m with you,” Colonel Minh said, with a hard Conongan accent. 

			“Louder!” Sam roared. 

			The colonel didn’t tilt his head back, but bellowed right in Sam’s face. “I’m with you!” he screamed. 

			“Yeah, you are,” Sam said, nodding in approval. The colonel’s eyes were clear now. Fear was still very much present, but as long as his desire to take action was stronger than that fear, he would be all right. 

			“We’re moving on the right,” Captain Zeno said over the comms. “This is going to get ugly. We’ll have to take them out building by building. Status?”

			“We’re about ready to move,” Sam replied. “I’m organizing the Conongans now.”

			“Roger that. Let’s hurry it up and go to work.”

			Sam switched back to his bucket’s external speakers as he addressed the colonel. “How many of your men are ready to fight right now? We need to clear the left side of the square. We’ll go building to building.”

			“I… I don’t know. I think ten, maybe twenty men scattered around the outside of the next two buildings.” Minh reached for an antique comm at his belt. “I can call the rest of them to our location now.”

			“You haven’t already done that?” Sam tried to keep the shock out of his voice, but it was impossible. 

			“No. We’ve never been in an engagement before. The Cononga militia is only a few hundred strong, and that includes local law enforcement and palace guards.”

			“I’m sorry, I think I misheard you. I thought you just said ‘a few hundred.’” 

			“That is what he said,” Sola replied. She peeked around the corner and quickly ducked back as a hail of weapons fire peppered the spot where she’d been. “Welcome to Cononga, Sergeant Samson. Just because they esteem the Iron Wolves doesn’t mean they’re ready to join the Legion.”

			The woman seemed to actually be enjoying this. A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. 

			“You’re damaged goods, lady.” Sam shook his head, then stared Colonel Minh straight in the eyes. “Okay, Colonel. Let’s work with what you have. I’ll take the lead clearing the building, with you and your men covering my six.”

			“Okay, we can do that,” the colonel said. “But what is your six?”

			Holy universe on fire, I’m going to die today.

			“My rear, my back,” Sam said. “Make sure no one shoots me in the back.”

			“Oh, okay, Wolf. You got it.” Colonel Minh motioned to his soldiers. “We follow the Wolf into battle. Legionnaires don’t die.”

			“I wish that were the truth,” Sam said, too low for anyone to hear except Sola, who stood right next to him. 

			“I got you,” she said with a wink. She pulled a handkerchief up to cover the lower half of her face. “It’s a good day to die.”

			“You people have twisted views of death,” Sam muttered, wondering exactly who this woman was. He then shouted so all the militiamen could hear. “Okay, cover fire on my go. Three, two—Wait, you know what cover fire is, right?”

			“Yes, yes of course.” Minh nodded excitedly. On the plus side, the man’s fear seemed to have completely vanished. He looked ready to fight. “You run in, and we pew-pew the enemy with our weapons.”

			“Pew-pew, huh?” Sam couldn’t help but grin. 

			“Yes, pew-pew.” Colonel Minh appeared not to realize this was funny to Sam. “Kill the rebels. Pew-pew.”

			“All right,” Sam said, “pew-pew on my go.” He started the countdown again. “Three, two—”

			Before he could finish, Sola jumped out from behind the building corner firing her blaster. 

			Great. It’s going to be one of those days, Sam thought. 

			He turned the corner with the sight of his N-4 already aligned with his helmet’s visor. The weapon was an extension of his movement. Wherever his line of sight traveled, so did the N-4’s barrel. 

			Yellow blaster fire skipped and sizzled around him, but there were only two things in his mind: find the target, kill the target. He ducked low, sighting a pair of black-clad men on a rooftop two buildings down. They were sending down plunging fire with heavy blasters. Exhaling, Sam pulsed a controlled burst to put down the first target. Three red blaster rounds struck center mass, and the man fell from the roof face-first into the unforgiving, hardened dirt street below. 

			From the periphery of his vision, Sam saw Sola kick in a door to the building on their left. Her blaster blazing, she went inside. The woman had courage—or foolhardiness—but she was going to get killed if she didn’t coordinate and wait for backup. 

			Sam wanted to move and help her clear the building, but there was still another shooter on the rooftop, and the man had ducked low upon seeing his buddy drop. Suddenly, his shoulders and head appeared as he pulled his arm back to lob a grenade, but Sam had a clear shot.

			The rebel took blaster bolts to the sternum, throat, and face. He slumped out of sight, but the grenade still managed to tumble down over the wall. 

			Sam rolled to the left, toward the building Sola had just stormed, but he was still very much in the open. 

			“Ah, hell!” He hurled himself through the doorway, heedless of what might be waiting on the other side. 

			BAM!

			The grenade’s explosion helped send Sam sailing over the threshold. It must have been some kind of a shock weapon, because no shards or projectiles accompanied the blast. He was still in one piece. 

			That was good. 

			One piece was good.

			He got to his feet and looked around. He was in a store. Shelves around him were full of foodstuffs and accessories, though someone—probably Sola—had left more than a few scorch marks on the inventory.

			“Sola,” Sam called out, not wanting to surprise her and get himself shot for the trouble.

			He received no reply.

			The audio enhancers in his helmet picked up the sound of someone struggling. The sound was coming from a doorway in the back of the store. 

			Sam moved forward cautiously, weapon up, his head on a swivel. He passed from the store into another room—an office. The sounds of struggling had stopped. 

			Had those been the sounds of Sola? She should never have gone in alone. Clearing a building solo was what stupid people did. She should have had some of the militia with her.

			So, for that matter, should he. 

			As he came around a cabinet, revealing more of the office, he saw Sola standing by the far wall, her blaster pistol pressed against the forehead of an enemy soldier. The man was in dark robes, but beneath them was a black uniform. So—these guys were organized. Paramilitary at a minimum.

			“Oh, good,” Sam began, and stepped forward.

			Only then was he in position to see the other black-clad enemy. This one stood right behind Sola with his own rifle aimed at the back of her head. 

			Sam’s reaction was immediate. He aimed his N-4 at the second man, and fired. 

			Nothing happened.

			Sam took a heavy breath and felt his pucker factor go off the charts. Of course you’d run out of ammo right now.

			The rebel soldier showed surprise—whether from Sam having an empty charge pack or just because he wasn’t expecting company, Sam couldn’t say—but quickly spun so his blaster rifle was now fixed directly on Sam. 

			“No chance you believe in a fair fight, is there?” Sam said.

			The soldier gave a war cry and squeezed his trigger. 

			



		

Chapter 7

			There was no time to think. There was barely time to react. 

			As the rebel opened fire, Sam threw his N-4 at the man, trusting in his armor and providence to keep him alive. 

			The armor, it turned out, could take the day off. The rebel’s shots went wide left as he ducked instinctively when the rifle came twirling toward his head. 

			Sam lowered his shoulder and slammed into the man with every ounce of force he could muster. The impact of the armored battering ram sent both men to the floor, with Sam landing on top.

			The rebel had, however, maintained hold of his weapon. Sam grabbed the man’s wrist, denying him the opportunity to fire, and the two men struggled, the rebel pushing and slapping at Sam’s helmet while Sam looked for anything he could use as a weapon. 

			A brick-sized rock lay next to a side door—presumably there to be used as a doorstop. Sam grabbed it with his free hand and struck the rebel’s face as hard as he could. 

			The man’s skull split wide in a spray of dark red blood. It was an instant kill. 

			But Sam didn’t stop. Over and over and over again, he lifted the rock and brought it down on the man’s face, turning his head into a barely recognizable mush of flesh and blood with slick tufts of gory hair sprouting forth here and there. 

			You’re losing it again, Sam! Said a quiet voice somewhere from the back of his mind. So distant and small that it could barely be heard. Sam… you’re getting lost! Sam! Sam!

			The voice was drowned out by the rage.

			Crimson red droplets coated Sam’s armor by the time he heard Sola screaming for him to stop. He finally snapped out of the trance—a trance like so many others that had impacted his career in the Legion.

			“Sergeant!” Sola yelled. “I don’t want to interrupt the issues you’re working out right now, but we have company!” 

			Sam’s lungs burned. He could hear the tiny fans pumping cool air inside his bucket; his helmet was already delivering additional oxygen to compensate for his exertions. He looked to the rock in his hand, dripping with blood, still held high for yet another strike. He let it slip from his hands. It tumbled away from the bloody pulp below him, leaving oblong stamps of blood as it rolled. 

			Sam forced himself to stare at what he’d wrought—just for a moment. 

			Then he regained awareness of his surroundings.

			Sola had dispatched the other rebel soldier in a much less grisly, though no less lethal fashion. But now more trouble was coming. Shadows danced beneath the side door—multiple pairs of feet obscuring the bright sunlight that shone through the crack.

			Sam was still half in the rage-fueled zone he’d allowed himself to enter. The one he told himself he needed in order to survive, in spite of his instructors, and a good number of fellow leejes, telling him otherwise. Telling him to remain frosty and KTF. His heart was racing. Adrenaline pushed through his body like heavy ink through a glass of water. 

			A shot sounded from the other side of the door, then a body slammed into it. They were attempting to break it down. 

			Sam didn’t see where his N-4 had landed, so he grabbed the dead rebel’s weapon. A bright black pistol with a wide barrel. Probably ate up charge packs like candy.

			BAM!

			The door was kicked in. 

			Sola fired from behind the cover of a desk, dropping two men with shots to the chest and head before they could even enter the room. 

			Sam hadn’t had time to find cover, but as more rebels spilled through the doorway, he hunched down, making himself as small a target as possible, and pumped blaster bolt after bolt at the oncoming enemy. 

			Although he had snapped out of the trance, it wasn’t far. The rage was so close he could feel it breathing down his neck, and he immersed himself in the moment. He didn’t worry how much ammunition the rebel weapon held, or if it would overheat. All he could think about was putting these rebels down, one after the other. He’s was slipping, losing control again…

			And it was working. The rebels stopped trying to storm the room and opted instead to fire into it from positions of cover outside. 

			He hoped they didn’t have any fraggers on them.

			Sola cried out in pain from her spot behind the desk, and went down. 

			The rebels apparently took this as a sign to attempt another charge. Sam took out the first man the moment his head appeared in the doorway, but right after the trigger pull, the weapon beeped to indicate an empty charge pack.

			“Oh, for crying out loud.”

			Sam reached down for his own sidearm, and found the holster empty. So he pulled his knife from his webbing. The blade was six inches long, with one serrated edge capable of cutting through leej armor. He was prepared to go down fighting. 

			The rebels were holding back once more, but it would only be a matter of time before they made another charge. 

			Sam looked over at the Conongan guide. “Sola. You all right?”

			Sola propped herself up. Pressed her right hand to her left thigh, gave Sam a gritty grin, then reached for her fallen blaster and nodded to the door. “Heads up,” she said. “Incoming.”

			A cautious rebel peered into the room, tentatively stepping over his dead comrades that littered the doorway. No headlong charge this time. Apparently between Sola’s cry in pain and the absence of blaster fire coming from inside, the rebels were optimistic the way might be clear.

			Sam sprang from his crouched position, grabbed the rebel’s blaster muzzle, and turned it away as he bullied the rebel back. The rebel struggled to regain control of his rifle, and Sam took the opportunity to stab him repeatedly in the gut.

			The strength of Sam’s assault sent the two men through the open doorway, the rebel stumbling, horror-stricken, and Sam senselessly out for blood. He realized at once he had made another in an epic series of mistakes as soon as they emerged into an alley. 

			Four rebel soldiers stood waiting with blasters, but Sam’s only weapon was a knife. He’d be dead already if these men weren’t so stunned by his sudden appearance and the gory demise of their comrade by his hand.

			He was committed now. His rage had taken him too far. His only hope was to take the four rebels in a surprise charge. To fight so close to them that the knife would be the superior weapon. Close enough that the rebels, who hardly seemed like seasoned soldiers, would fixate on not being cut instead of finding a way to put him down. 

			Pouring everything he had into his pumping legs, Sam lunged forward, screaming like a beast, his bloody knife leading the way. In an instant, he was in their midst, employing the skills developed through years of hand-to-hand combat training. He reacted to each movement of his enemy, closing ground when they tried to back away, slashing arms when they attempted to grab hold. To stay still was to die. So he kept moving, lunging, slicing, feinting, and his heart pounding from the constant exertion. 

			The first man went down with an upward cut into the stomach. Sam ripped the knife tip up and out, then spun and plunged it into the neck of a rebel coming at him from the right. 

			Halfway there.

			Hands reached out for him. Sam felt the butt end of a rifle crack against his armored head. 

			On pure reflex, Sam whirled around, threw a left cross at the rebel who’d clubbed him, and with his right hand drove his blade deep into the ribs of the fourth soldier. 

			Had there been only four soldiers, Sam would have been victorious, but reinforcements appeared from the alleyway’s end. 

			Before Sam could lash out again or grab a fallen soldier’s weapon, rough hands grabbed his right arm, keeping his knife at bay, and rifle butts pounded his skull. It was better than taking a blaster bolt to the gut—apparently they wanted to take him alive—but it sent him reeling, and he finally went down hard onto his back when an enterprising rebel kicked him in the back of his knee. 

			More blows rained down on him. They were finding gaps in his armor now, and the pain fueled his rage. He struggled to get up, shouting, “I swear I’ll kill you all!”

			Someone stepped on his hand, forcing him to lose his grip on the knife. 

			“Get him up,” a voice ordered. The accent was not like the halting speech of the Conongans. It was smooth, with a Mid-Core polish. “Take off his helmet.”

			Sam was lifted off his feet and slammed roughly against the building’s wall. His helmet was yanked from his head. 

			He blinked against the unfiltered daylight. His body ached in a dozen different places, but beyond the pain was the desire to see who was giving orders to these Conongan rebels. 

			His gaze came to rest on an aline. Sam had never liked the looks of this species. Their light green skin might have made them attractive if not for the flappy fingers of skin hanging off their upper lips, like some kind of fleshy mustache. 

			The aline smiled. “It’s been a long time since I’ve crossed paths with a legionnaire. What did you think you were going to do? Stab us all, one by one?”

			“The thought crossed my mind,” Sam said, with a smile of his own. “Or I could chuck the knife and just use my hands. Might actually prefer it that way. Why don’t you tell your—”

			The stranger was so fast, Sam didn’t see the strikes coming. A fist that felt like a brick landed across the left side of his jaw, and another made contact over his right eye. 

			“The legionnaires I knew were tactical and deadly,” the aline snarled, his voice dripping with contempt. “You fight like an undisciplined, angry child.”

			Pain exploded in his head, and the familiar metallic taste of blood filled Sam’s mouth. 

			At that moment, an almost unbearably foul odor found its way to his nose.

			“He has loosed his bowels!” yelled a disgusted rebel.

			Sam couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t him… but he knew who the stench belonged to.

			“You like to laugh, legionnaire?” said the aline. “I’ll make you scream.” He unsheathed a blade of his own, an ugly, black-stained piece of steel that looked more like a tooth than a knife. “Let’s see, legionnaire, which of us succeeds in slicing the other’s throat.” 

			An otherworldly howl rose up over the sounds of blaster fire still echoing through the city. 

			The rebels looked around nervously. “What was that?” 

			“You don’t want to know,” Sam said, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth.

			The aline sneered. “Time to die, Legionnaire.”

			“If I die, I’ll do so thinking fondly of the look on your faces when she comes for you.” Sam lifted his head to the sky. “I do need to talk to her about taking a bath, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

			The aline waved the knife back and forth in the space between them, and Sam began to wonder whether this rebel actually wanted him dead, or was just playing mind games. If the roles were reversed, Sam would have already buried his blade up to the hilt in his opponent’s eye.

			He also wondered what was taking Fenra so long.

			“I’m going to enjoy gutting you, Legionnaire.” The aline studied Sam’s armor as if searching for a spot to slide his knife through. 

			“So hurry up already,” Sam grunted.

			“Your pride is your downfall.” The rebel drew back his arm to strike.

			The next bloodcurdling howl sounded from the roof directly above the men. 

			



		

Chapter 8

			Fenra’s eight-foot, five-hundred-plus-pound frame descended on the rebels like hell with fur and fangs. The rebel leader backpedaled out of her way, but not before he earned a swipe to remember her by. The lyconlore’s razor-sharp claws drew bloody lines from his forehead to his chin, tearing the flesh from his face in ribbons. He screamed and fell backward, grabbing at his face as if he hoped to keep his nose and eyes intact by pressing them back into his skull.

			As Fenra turned her attention to the other rebels, Sola appeared from the doorway with her blaster, and Colonel Minh raced down the alleyway with his squad. So much happened at once that Sam had to remind himself to get his hands on a weapon and join the fight. He fell to his knees, grabbed another of the sleek-looking rebel pistols, and opened fire. 

			The alley erupted in chaos, but the rebels didn’t quit.

			Fenra took a blaster bolt to the side as she lifted a rebel over her head and separated his body in two. Her howl of pain alerted Sola, who targeted the rebel responsible and took him out with a round right between the eyes. 

			It seemed like only seconds later that the rebels were down to two—one of whom was the aline, grabbing his face and leaving a trail of green blood. Somehow they escaped the kill zone and fled down the alley away from the colonel and his militia. 

			“We covered your six,” Colonel Minh said, running up to Sam. He was practically jumping up and down; no doubt he felt his own adrenaline racing through his veins. “You hurt, Wolf? We’ll fix you up good.”

			“I’m fine.” Sam retrieved his helmet from the ground and put it back on. The L-comm was alive with chatter. 

			“Woohoo!” Bean was saying. “Light ’em up!”

			“Get some!” Troy responded. “They’re on the run, sir. They realized the Iron Wolves are in town, and they don’t want none of what we’re dishing out.”

			“Hold your position,” said Captain Zeno. “You’re not to give chase. Sergeant Samson, I see you’re back online.”

			“Yes sir, I’m here now.”

			“Good. Almost had me worried. Report on your sweep.”

			“I think we have them on the run as well, Captain. We’ll check the rest of the houses on this side to be sure and then link up with you in the center of the square.”

			“Roger that. Zeno out.”

			Sam turned to the colonel and his men. “You think you can clear the rest of the houses to be sure the rebels are really gone?”

			“Sir, yes, sir,” Colonel Minh said with a sharp salute. He was a colonel saluting a sergeant, but there was nothing but sincerity in the gesture. Even within the Republic armed forces, legionnaires, regardless of rank, managed to sit somewhat outside of the normal hierarchy. 

			Sam saluted back. 

			The colonel shouted orders to his men. “Okay, you heard the Wolf! Clear these buildings.”

			Sam turned his attention to Sola and Fenra. The former had rolled up her bandana and was tightening it around the wound on her leg. The latter was sitting in the dirt licking the fur on her side where the blaster had caught her.

			That shot would have proved fatal to a human, but the big lyconlore, despite the pained look on her face, had hardly slowed down. 

			She saw Sam looking at her and growled something in her guttural tongue. 

			“We really need to work on your language,” Sola said. “Where do you even learn these words?”

			Fenra grunted and growled again. 

			“You are so lying. I’ve never used language like that, you shaggy piece of—” Sola stopped herself and shook her head. “Forget it. Doesn’t matter. You deal with your own issues.”

			“What did she say?” Sam asked. 

			Sola scowled. “You don’t want to know.” 

			Fenra looked from Sola to Sam. She growled again, somewhat more intelligibly this time.

			“She insists you owe her one.” Sola limped over to Fenra to take a closer look at her wounds. “And she says you’re one hell of a warrior. She was going to just let them gut you, but apparently she thought your crazy-man knife attack was ‘inspiring.’ She says you’re not as weak as you look. I think you’re an idiot, by the way.”

			“Great… I think,” Sam said. He picked up another of the fallen alien blasters. The alley was littered with them—alongside alien corpses. “You know where they got these pistols? They look brand new.”

			Sola limped over and extended her hand, and he passed her the weapon. 

			“You two going to be all right?” he asked. 

			“We’ll live.” Sola turned the weapon over in her hands. “Though maybe we’ll wish we hadn’t. This weapon isn’t one of ours, and it doesn’t match what I’ve seen from any rebel faction in the north—and I’ve seen a lot of them.”

			“So, we’ve got an unknown supplier, or benefactor. Great.” Sam took the weapon back, looked at it again, then studied the blaster on Sola’s hip to see if it bore any resemblance.

			“Hey, my eyes are up here.” Sola crossed her arms and scowled. “I know you must be hurting for some vacation time but really, don’t be an animal.”

			“What? Oh—no, I—” Sam was suddenly flustered. “I wasn’t checking you out, really. Not at all. I mean, not that I don’t think you’re… well…” Sam stopped himself. Why had he even started that sentence? 

			“Keep going.” Sola’s scowl turned to amusement in the space of a second. “What were you going to say?”

			“Nothing.” Sam shook his head. “I was just checking to see if your blaster resembled the rebel pistol. That’s all. Calm yourself.”

			Sola drew her weapon and extended it grip-first to Sam. The move took her a fraction of a second. 

			“Look for yourself,” she said. “It’s a Reaper 210. I modified the trigger and tweaked the sights, but that’s about it.”

			Sam had heard of the Reaper 210—in stories of the Savage Wars. This was a weapon he’d expect to see in a museum, not on the field of battle.

			He tested the fierce hand cannon in his grip. It felt amazing, like a pistol version of a club or mace. “Where did you get this?”

			Before she could answer, Minh and his team reappeared. “All clear, Iron Wolf,” he said. “We ran the rebel scum from the city, thanks to you and the legionnaires!”

			Fenra bared her teeth at the colonel. 

			The colonel quickly added, “And of course with the help of Fenra and Sola.” He swallowed hard. “The rest of my men are gathering at the town center now. What should we do?”

			Sam handed the Reaper back to Sola, making a mental note to revisit the discussion of the weapon sometime in the near future. 

			“Hold that thought,” he said to the colonel. He opened a comm channel to Captain Zeno. “Captain, we’re confirmed clear on this side of the square. Orders?”

			Zeno’s voice carried a hint of wonder, the likes of which he had never heard before from the man. “Sergeant, we’ve found something over here. Bring the guide and the Conongan CO you’ve been working with. We need to figure out what we’re dealing with.”

			



		

Chapter 9 

			“Colonel Minh,” Sam said, “set up a perimeter and secure the city, then report personally to the town square.” 

			“Yes, right away.” Colonel Minh gave another crisp salute that bordered on comical, despite his very serious features. He turned to his men and began doling out orders. 

			Sam turned to Sola. “Sola and Fenra, if you would come with me, they’ve found something on the other side of the square.”

			The three of them moved out of the alley, Sola limping, Fenra bringing up the rear. Years of experience made Sam check and double-check the rooftops and spaces between the buildings as they crossed the open square to the copse of greenery at its center. 

			Sola clearly noticed. “You can take it easy, Legionnaire. They’re all dead or fled.” She threw a thumb behind her at Fenra. “Fenra would be able to smell them if they were still here.”

			Sam just nodded. Assuring as that might be, his vigilance in checking windows and doorways was involuntary. Besides, the big gal didn’t sniff the rebels out before the shooting started. 

			The town square was littered with the bodies of not only rebels, but civilians caught in the crossfire. The enemy corpses were easy to deal with. His eyes just scanned them to make sure they were actually dead. KTF those kelhorns.

			When he looked at a civilian body though, clothing choked with blood, insides hanging out like hoses from a machine… he turned away and forced himself to think of something else. He had witnessed this sort of scene dozens of times before. The ugly truth was, innocent people died in war zones every day, but even though he was a man of violence, a man prone to blinding rage, he would never be numbed to the death of civilians. 

			In a strange way, he felt good about that. Like it proved he still had an ember of decency and civility glowing beneath his Legion-chiseled exterior.

			They were nearly to the middle of the square when Sam spotted a body that hit him harder than the rest. He was just a boy. The very same wide-eyed boy who had eagerly stopped him to ask if he was really an Iron Wolf. 

			Sam stopped at the boy’s side. Forced himself to look.

			A blaster round had struck the child on the side of his face. The impact was so violent, it looked to have broken his neck. Sam pictured the poor kid spinning around a full one hundred and eighty degrees before hitting the dirt.

			He saw it as clearly as if he were watching a movie.

			His mind wouldn’t let him see anything else.

			Emptiness touched him. He should be sad for this boy. Angry for this boy. But he felt… cold. 

			What had the boy done to deserve this? This… child… had woken up this morning excited to see the Iron Wolves, and he would never wake up again. His life had been snuffed out like it was nothing.

			Why him? Why not me?

			It’s the universe we live in. 

			Sam took a deep breath. He had to bury this down deep, nice and healthy like. He had a job to do right now. He had to make sure this didn’t happen to any other kids. Not if he could help it. 

			“The universe is an ugly place.” Sola had come to stand beside him. “Just plain bad luck. He was at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			“Luck had nothing to do with it.” Sam forced his gaze away from the boy’s still body. “Men made conscious decisions that led to this boy’s death. Now it’s our turn to make decisions. Decisions that lead those men to their graves.”

			He walked off without waiting for a response.

			Captain Zeno stood beside the central copse with Doc Dobson and Private Moon. All three had their helmets removed, and they were talking in hushed tones. 

			“Sergeant,” Captain Zeno said as Sam approached. He eyed Sam’s limp, then Sola’s, and finally squinted at the cracked and blistered wound in Fenra’s gray coat. “Looks like it didn’t go as smooth as you suggested over the comms. Do you need medical attention?”

			“Not personally, sir.” Sam ignored Doc Dobson’s questioning eyes. “Sola and Fenra might need a quick look though.” He removed his helmet, forgetting the damage the rebel leader’s strikes had done to his face. 

			“Sarge… you don’t look fine,” Private Moon said with a raised eyebrow. “You sure you okay?”

			“I said I’m good.” Sam spoke more harshly than he meant to. As Doc stepped forward to inspect Sola’s and Fenra’s wounds, Sam quickly changed the subject. “How did clearing the buildings on your side of the square go?”

			“Nine Wolves went into the battle, nine still on their feet,” Captain Zeno said. “Troy has a mild concussion and Bean took a few rounds to his armor, but the worst he’ll have is some nasty bruises. This new armor can turn a blaster round away like it’s nothing. It’d be nice to get replacements like this more often. Gear like this would save a lot of lives on the front lines.”

			“Guess it’s more important to save it for PR stunts, when they want us to play dress-up for the Senate,” Sam grumbled. “So we just trudge around in stuff that’s barely holding together. What a joke.”

			“You got that right.” Captain Zeno rolled his shoulder. “But we have bigger rebels to fry at the moment. We found something while we were clearing out our side of the square. Something that had no business being there.” He tilted his head toward Moon. “Even our resident tech-head here doesn’t know what to make of it.”

			“You gonna tell me what it is, sir?” Sam asked. His mind was racing with possibilities. 

			“We’ll show you.” Captain Zeno looked over to Doc. “You good here? They going to be okay?”

			“Roger that, sir.” Doc Dobson had Sola and Fenra sitting next to one another. He was rubbing his nose due to the lyconlore’s odor. “I’ll have them patched up in no time.”

			“Then let’s go.” 

			The captain led Sam and Moon to a hut, crudely built out of mismatched boards, not far from a row of houses and shops. “In here. I had the rest of the unit set up a perimeter around… around whatever it is.”

			The tone in the captain’s voice was more than enough to make Sam worry. Anything that gave Captain Zeno pause was pretty serious. 

			Troy stood guard outside the hut’s wooden door. He saluted the approaching legionnaires. “Moony!” he yelled. “All good here, safe and secure!”

			“Quiet down, man, you’re yelling,” Moon said. He looked over at Sam and explained, “Troy was a bit too close to a shock grenade. He’ll be fine, just… he can’t hear sket for a while.”

			“What?” Troy screamed. “Who’s yellowing? Someone puking it all up?”

			“Put your bucket on, Legionnaire,” Captain Zeno growled.

			He moved past Troy into the building, while Troy fumbled to obey. He heard that much at least. 

			Sam and Moon followed the captain into a wide open space that seemed to be a living room, kitchen, dining area, and bedroom all in one. The place was an ordinary pauper’s home, just what you’d expect on a planet like Cononga. Dirt floors underfoot, a chipped table, some dingy dishes stacked behind the sink…

			And then there was the strange object. 

			In the middle of the living area sat a metallic cylinder with a wide base and six legs for support. It gave off an ever so slight, high-pitched whine, barely audible even with bucket-enhancing audio. Resting on top of the cylinder was a vial of blue liquid. 

			“I, uh… if you think I can help you identify this thing, sir,” said Sam, “I’m afraid I have no idea. But it doesn’t belong in this hovel, that’s for damn sure.”

			“No, it doesn’t,” said Zeno. “And whatever it is, we know it was important to the rebels, because the men guarding this building didn’t retreat when everyone else did. We had to put them down.” He nodded at Moon. “The private here has a working theory. Moon?”

			Moon walked around the contraption. “I haven’t seen this kind of setup before, but I believe its function is to turn that blue liquid into a gas and then deliver it into the air. The liquid lowers into the machine—you can see the valve there—and then you see these ports? Kind of like sprayers? Safe to say they’re gonna, you know, spray. I’ll need to do some tests on the liquid, but this is either the strangest room deodorizer I’ve ever seen, or…” He raised his eyebrows.

			“You’re talking about chemical warfare.” Sam heard his own voice go an octave lower. “The rebels planned to gas the city?”

			“That’s what it looks like,” Moon said. “Again, I need to test the liquid to be sure.”

			Sam looked over to the captain. “What did we walk into?”

			“I don’t know.” Captain Zeno’s one good eye narrowed. “But I’m gonna get some answers.”

			At that moment a sweating Colonel Minh entered the building. He gave a sharp salute to each of the legionnaires in turn, including Private Moon. “Sirs, the city is being secured as we speak. What are we to do next?”

			“Captain Zeno, this is Colonel Minh,” Sam said. “Colonel, this is our commander, Captain Zeno.”

			Colonel Minh saluted yet again, this time even more crisply, if that was possible.

			Captain Zeno’s eye twinkled with amusement as he returned the salute. “Good to meet you, Colonel. Thank you for mobilizing and aiding us in clearing the square.”

			“Of course.” Colonel Minh peered around the captain to the metal contraption. “It is my life’s honor to serve next to the Iron Wolves. How may I assist you further?”

			“I’m glad you asked.” Captain Zeno gave the man a stare that made the colonel swallow audibly. “We need to talk to the president.”

			



		

Chapter 10

			Sam and the captain were left waiting in a side room on the second story of the presidential palace. The building was far from gaudy, but Sam got the feeling that, by Conongan standards, it was elaborately decorated. 

			Purple blinds against large windows filtered the soft light that fell on simple purple couches and chairs. Plants in massive pots stood sentry in the corners of the room, and a golden chandelier hung from the ceiling. Through the blinds was a view of the palace grounds and the city beyond. 

			Sam joined Captain Zeno, who was looking out into the city of Noi. Now that the conflict was over, the people were coming back. Wails of sorrow for loved ones caught in the crossfire could be heard on the still air. 

			Lyn entered the room behind them. “Ah, gentlemen, I am so glad you were unharmed in that, uh… unpleasantness. You realize I wanted to help, but I’m a noncombatant…” He shook his head from side to side like a little kid who didn’t want to eat his vegetables. 

			“That’s not what we’re here to talk about,” Sam said. He had no patience for the Senate liaison right now. The aches in his face and leg were throbbing now that his adrenaline had worn off. “We need an audience with the president.”

			“Colonel Minh said that wouldn’t be a problem,” Zeno added.

			“Oh. Why yes, of course.” Lyn nodded furiously. “I’ll go and get him right away. And I’ll see that your men are provided with a hot meal and quarters as well. Do you two need food, or showers, or—”

			“When we’re done here,” Captain Zeno said, interrupting. “Answers come first. Blood was spilled today, and I will know why before I wash said blood off my armor. You get me?”

			“Understood,” Lyn squeaked. “I’ll only be a moment.” He scurried out the door.

			“You know this isn’t a coincidence,” Captain Zeno said, returning his gaze to the city. “I mean, past your belief in Oba and all that. It’s not a roll of the dice that made the rebels attack today of all days.”

			“I know,” Sam said. “This was a coordinated attack—it took a lot of planning. And if that chemical weapon had detonated”—Sam didn’t need to wait for Moon’s tests; he was sure that’s what it was—“who knows what the death toll would have been.” He turned to face the captain. “You think our helmets would have protected us?”

			“I don’t know.” Captain Zeno shrugged. “Supposed to, but it probably depends on the gas. We’ll have to see if we can find a lab, or whatever they have here that will pass for a lab, and get Moon to work. And Sam… please don’t start with the mumbo-jumbo now. I’m in no mood.”

			“Sir?”

			“You know what I mean. The whole ‘everything happens for a reason’ speech. How Oba brought us here to help these people and all that. You know I don’t believe that.”

			“Just because you don’t believe it doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Sam said, pushing the subject ever so slightly. “Sir.”

			Sam had been with the captain for two years. During that time he’d been a sergeant slightly more often than he’d been a corporal—his rank fluctuating due to his… enthusiasm about combat. And while he wouldn’t call the man a friend, he would call him a brother. In a heartbeat. It didn’t matter one whit that the two men didn’t share the same religious beliefs—at all. Sam trusted this man with his life. The captain was an amazing legionnaire and an even better leader. 

			“I’ve seen too many good men die, for no reason at all, to ever believe there’s some master plan to all this,” Captain Zeno said, shaking his head as if he were seeing the memories before him. “And I say ‘men,’ but most of them were just kids. Boys sent by the House of Reason and Senate to die on foreign soil for private agendas. The kind of wars that serve only to line the pockets of cowards too spineless to ever pick up a weapon on their own.”

			Sam didn’t disagree, but this was the sort of talk one had to be careful with. At least when there were points around. So even though Major Roy was miles out of earshot, Sam said only, “Yes, sir.”

			It wasn’t enough. You’ve got to say something more, Sam thought. This is the most he’s ever talked to you about this. Say something. Ugh, you’re going to think of the perfect thing to say, in the next few hours when it’s too late.

			“Maybe that’s exactly why I have to believe in a bigger plan,” he said. It was the first thing that came to his mind. “I’ve seen my brothers die beside me, and if this is all for nothing—if nothing we do means anything—then why do we keep doing it? Why do we keep fighting? Dying?” 

			Captain Zeno was about to reply when Lyn returned with President Gen. 

			“My apologies for keeping you men waiting,” the president said. He motioned toward the overstuffed sofas. “Please, sit. We have much to discuss.”

			“I hope no offense will be taken if I stand.” Captain Zeno bowed his head slightly to show he meant no disrespect. 

			President Gen waved away the thought magnanimously. “Of course.”

			“I’d like for you to tell me a story, sir,” Zeno said. “A story that starts with where these rebels came from and why they’re carrying brand-new weapons and technology. End the story—if you can—with why we were all ambushed today.”

			Sam was taken aback. He hadn’t expected Zeno to bow with reverence, but neither had he ever imagined his CO would speak to the president with a tone bordering on interrogation. 

			“Captain, please,” Lyn said, rising from his couch. He was the only one who had taken a seat. “President Gen must be addressed with—”

			“It’s fine.” President Gen smoothed down the white fabric of his robe over his ample belly. “I feel the same eagerness to get everyone on the same page and find answers to the holes in a story I am unable to fill myself.”

			Lyn licked his lips and nodded. He seemed relieved. Slightly. 

			“The rebels to the north have never been a problem,” the president began. “At least, never like this. They started years ago as a small band of protesters preaching a communist dictatorship and the overthrow of my government. Our government. Cononga is ruled by the people. Over time, the northern rebels have grown in numbers, thanks largely to promising things they can never possibly deliver. But until now, they’ve done nothing more than protest—and maybe do a little minor harassment here and there. Never have they attacked us outright. I could never have imagined they were even capable of what they did today.”

			“And their weapons?” Captain Zeno said. “Where would they have gotten shiny new rifles and chemical assets like the ones we recovered today?”

			“I have no hard facts. Only guesses.” The president looked troubled, as if by voicing the words he was realizing their meaning for the first time. “The planet of Cononga is not like many of your Republic worlds. We are far from united. One planet, yes, but with many countries, many governments. And some of those countries, including our neighbors to the north, are strongly opposed to Cononga’s entrance into the Republic, because it will only be a matter of time before the entire planet joins. They know this. I know this. I believe it is they who are equipping the rebels.”

			Sam remembered the aline in the alley. “These neighbors to the north…” he said. “Are they a different species?” 

			President Gen took in a deep lungful of air, and released it. “Yes, that’s right.” 

			“I may have run into one today. He was a chatty character, about my build, green skin, bald head, a dangle of lips over his teeth. An aline, I thought, but they’re not native to Cononga.”

			“This is correct. A colony of alines settled in the north during the Savage Wars, seeking to escape their own world, which, as I understand it, was ruined by the Savages. If you saw one of them with the attackers today… then I consider it confirmed. The rebels are receiving weapons from the alines. Judging by their tactics today, I assume they’re getting military training, too. They’re clearly a threat like never before.” He looked earnestly at Zeno. “We are now part of the Republic, though. They will help us, yes?”

			The president’s face looked so pathetic, so innocent. So naïve. This man was new to the modern dealings of the Republic. It wasn’t as simple as an ally needing help and the Republic coming to the rescue. In the Savage Wars, things were different. If a planet needed help, the Legion came running, but those days died long ago. 

			The president looked from Zeno to Sam. Though neither had said a word, he must have read the doubt in their expressions. 

			 “Maybe just the Iron Wolves?” he said hopefully. “Yes, maybe the great Iron Wolves will be enough.”

			Captain Zeno crossed his arms and asked a question Sam had been wondering ever since they’d landed. No, since before that. Since they were first assigned to this mission. 

			“I’ve done my fair share of killing,” Zeno said, “and you can be sure the Iron Wolves are a force to be reckoned with. It’s… unusual that we should be called on for a diplomatic mission, such as this one was meant to be. President Gen… why did you specifically request the Iron Wolves for this ceremony? And why do you talk about us like you know us?”

			President Gen looked confused. He turned to Lyn. “They weren’t told?”

			“I—uh, I wasn’t exactly sure myself.” Lyn said, squirming. “I thought you had heard of their exploits and chose them based on that.”

			President Gen turned away sharply. “Please, follow me.”

			He marched out of the chamber like a man on a mission, without waiting to see if anyone was accompanying him. 

			Lyn jogged to catch up.

			Sam looked to his captain for instruction. Zeno nodded, and the two legionnaires followed.

			The palace halls were carpeted in cream, making a slight contrast with the crisp white walls. Floor-to-ceiling windows made the place look larger than it was—but those windows would make the palace a nightmare to defend, if it came to that.

			The president led them down two flights of stairs to the basement level, then through two more hallways. He stopped at a pair of wooden doors and pulled out a key that hung on a necklace buried in his white robes. With a practiced motion, he placed the key in the lock and turned the deadbolt. 

			Sam was suddenly and painfully aware that they had brought no weapons into the palace. He didn’t have so much as a knife to use if this was some kind of trap. Then again, if it was a trap, a knife wouldn’t save the two legionnaires.

			You’re being paranoid, Sam. 

			President Gen opened the double doors and stepped through. 

			“If things go bad here,” Captain Zeno whispered, as if he were reading Sam’s thoughts, “this looks like a good spot for a last stand. And try to loosen up, Sergeant.”

			“Roger that, sir.” But every muscle in Sam’s body tensed as they walked into the chamber. He felt ready for anything. 

			He wasn’t. 

			



		

Chapter 11

			The doors led into a long hall that looked like a museum. Neither Sam nor the captain said a word as they soaked in the scene. 

			Weapons were mounted on the walls and set on display stands. Ancient weapons. Blasters, blades, cudgels. Tech from the very beginning of the Savage Wars. Tapestries were interspersed with the weapons. Most featured images of heroic legionnaires and Conongan soldiers, fighting together against Savage marines pouring from their great lighthuggers. Glass cases featured medals—also from the Savage Wars era—and framed pictures of grizzled legionnaires standing shoulder to shoulder with Conongan soldiers.

			Almost all of the legionnaires had the Iron Wolf emblem on their armor. 

			President Gen stood on a raised platform at the other end of the hall, patiently waiting for them. “You understand now,” he said, “why my people hold the Iron Wolves in such high regard.”

			The two legionnaires and an open-mouthed Lyn joined President Gen on the platform. He stood beside an aged, torn flag that had been stained with blood and battle. An early Iron Wolf flag, with the familiar snarling wolf’s head in the center. 

			“My ancestors fought the Savages here on Cononga, with the Iron Wolves at our side,” the president said. “Stories of those legendary battles have been passed down from generation to generation.”

			Lyn’s mouth hung open even wider. Sam found himself staring at a piece of green smashed between two of the man’s molars. 

			“Your unit have been heroes to us ever since,” the president continued. “My father and grandfather spent long nights telling how the Iron Wolves bravely led my people into battle. That is why you, specifically, were requested here today. I could imagine no other unit but the Iron Wolves standing with us on our day of entering the Republic. My people look to you as legends.”

			Sam didn’t know what to say. At least he hid his astonishment better than the Senate liaison. 

			“You can close your mouth now,” Captain Zeno said to Lyn. “You’re starting to drool.”

			Lyn snapped his jaw shut.

			“I would have shared these stories at the ceremony, had we not been interrupted by the rebel attack,” President Gen said. “I told the Senate all of this, of course, but perhaps they forgot to mention it to you.”

			“The Senate and the House of Reason both do a lot of forgetting these days,” Captain Zeno said. 

			He gave Lyn a hard stare. “So what happens now, Mr. Nix? Is the Republic ready to help Cononga?”

			The Senate liaison wouldn’t meet Zeno’s eye. “Yes, about that.” He coughed into his hand. “I was—I was on the comm with Major Roy while you were repelling the rebels. He said, uh…” He took a deep breath, then said quickly, as if to get it over with, “He said we were to cease all negotiations with the nation of Cononga until he had the opportunity to relay the events and receive orders from the House of Reason.”

			President Gen beamed. “Ah! So it is just a matter of formalities before our allies in the Republic will assist us. Good. With the Iron Wolves and our militia—limited though it may be—we will surely be able to hold out until then.”

			Lyn looked down, his face flushing. “One can only hope…”

			Sam felt his stomach twist. He’d heard Lyn just as clearly as the president had, but he recognized carefully chosen weasel words when he heard them. Politics. 

			Apparently, Captain Zeno heard the same thing—and was far less sanguine about it. He grabbed Lyn around the throat and slammed him against the wall. “Give it to him straight, you coward.” His voice was cold. “Look into the president’s eyes and tell him, plainly, that we’re going to leave him now. Tell him that since he has not yet signed the treaty allying his people with the Republic, the Senate will use that as a convenient excuse to abandon them. Tell him that right now, when they most need our help, we’re going to leave them.”

			Sam agreed with every word coming out of the captain’s mouth. Anger welled in his chest. Anger for every time he’d been forced to leave a battle that was actually worth fighting for. Anger for every time he’d been forced to fight a battle that would do nothing but line the pockets of the corrupt. 

			But he couldn’t just stand here while the captain strangled Lyn. The man’s face was turning blue.

			He placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. He didn’t dare speak. Not when the man’s ire was up. He just put his hand there. Gently. 

			Captain Zeno shook with rage under Sam’s touch. 

			“Captain…”

			Finally Zeno loosened his grip, prompting a sputtering of coughs as color returned to Lyn’s face. The Senate liaison dropped to his knees.

			“I—I’m sorry, Captain. But—it’s the way things work.” Lyn rubbed his throat. “Please—try and understand…”

			“So then it’s the worst possible scenario.” President Gen’s voice was sad and distant. “The Republic will turn their backs on us. Even the Iron Wolves… Even our legends will not stand with us. And now that the rebels have the backing of the alines…” He turned away. “We’ll be slaughtered.”

			“I’m sorry—I’m sorry,” Lyn said. He rose to his feet, regaining his composure. “Sir, my orders are clear. We’re to stand down. We are not to interfere with the civil war you have going on here. And if things are not resolved in the space of a few days, we’re to pull out and return to the Breaker.”

			“We were so close,” President Gen said. He turned to face them once more, and his face held a look of twisted remorse. “We were one day away from signing the treaty with the Republic. For years we have dreamed of this…”

			Sam wanted to spit again. He wanted to grab one of the ancient weapons from the wall and take it right into the Senate. And then take it to the rebels for good measure. 

			“Don’t give up yet,” Captain Zeno said. He was still glaring at Lyn. “I’m going to contact Major Roy one more time. Maybe there’s something to be done.”

			“Thank you, Captain,” President Gen pressed his hands together like he was saying a prayer, and bowed. 

			“Don’t thank me yet.” Captain Zeno turned to leave, and motioned for Sam to follow. “Lyn, I’m using your comm to communicate with the Breaker.”

			“Of course.” Lyn hurried in front of the men to show them the way. He seemed eager to please the man who’d nearly choked him out. “I—really am so sorry. I wish there were more I could do, but I’m only a representative. I follow orders, just like you.”

			“You’re nothing like us,” Captain Zeno growled. 

			“Honestly, Captain Zeno,” Lyn said in a small voice—and no wonder, the captain sounded more like an animal than a man—“I’d appreciate an apology at this point. I would gladly accept. I understand we are all operating in a stressed environment, and I want you to know that I don’t plan on filing a formal report on you.”

			Sam couldn’t help but be slightly impressed at the man’s boldness. It was the first sign that the liaison had an actual spine.

			“What did you just say?” Captain Zeno looked like he was going to reach inside Lyn and snap that spine in two. 

			“Lyn,” Sam said, interrupting before things could escalate further. “Save it. Let’s look forward rather than back, shall we?”

			Lyn nodded. “Of course, Sergeant.”

			“Now. Hypothetically speaking,” Sam asked, “if the rebels had attacked tomorrow instead of today—after the treaty had been signed—would we still be ordered out of here, or would we be calling in reinforcements right now?”

			“If the president had already signed the treaty, we would have some obligation to provide aid, of course,” Lyn said with a heavy sigh. “But we have our orders.”

			“So have the president sign the damned thing and say it’s done,” snapped Captain Zeno.

			“It’s not that easy, sir. They already know.” 

			Lyn quickly led the men back up to the first floor of the palace, to a small room furnished with nothing but a single table and chair. A comm sat on the table. 

			“You two still look like you want to hurt me,” Lyn said, “so I’m going to leave you. But you must be starving. I’ll have food sent to you.” The Senate liaison bowed out of the room. 

			“Thank you,” Sam said to the man’s back. He wanted to believe that Lyn was just an idiot caught up in events, rather than a conniving Senate puppet. 

			“You want some privacy, sir?” Sam asked as Zeno placed his helmet on the table and tuned the comm. “I can step outside.”

			“No. I need you here as a witness to what is about to be said.” He looked up at Sam. “But you’d better close the door.”

			



		

Chapter 12

			Captain Zeno waited for a response over the digital hum of the comm. 

			Major Roy came online sounding indifferent and bored. “Go ahead, Captain Zeno. What is your status?”

			“The unit is secure in the palace awaiting orders, sir, but our allies down here are facing issues with their neighbors to the north. I’m requesting permission to aid them until—”

			“That’s a negative, Captain,” Major Roy said. “I received information that they are not, in fact, our allies as of yet—and should not be treated as such. I’ve been in direct contact with the Senate on this. You are ordered to stand down and remain a neutral party. I will leave you on planet for the time being, so that if the situation resolves itself quickly, we can move forward with the treaty. But if this conflict appears to be an ongoing concern, I’ll be sending a shuttle to evacuate you and your unit.”

			“Sir, that would mean we’d be turning our backs on these people right when they need us the most.” Captain Zeno looked at Sam and pulled his lips back from his teeth, indicating how hard he was working to contain his anger. “There’s a very small band of rebels harassing them, with aid from their enemies to the north. We could provide you with coordinates. A few well-placed orbital strikes from the Breaker, and we can have this resolved in the space of twenty-four hours.”

			Major Roy gave a heavy sigh that suggested he was tired of going round with Zeno about this. “That’s a negative, Captain Zeno. The Senate won’t risk any strikes; it would throw us into a war. You’re suggesting we initiate a conflict in order to protect a country that, I remind you once more, is not our ally. And if allying with that country is expected to provide the Republic with more cost than benefit, as it now appears is the case, we’re to pull out of the agreement. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, sir.” Captain Zeno relaxed like a man who had accepted his fate. “I understand loud and clear, sir.”

			“Good. In three days, you are to report back in with the status of the Cononga. If nothing has changed, you’ll be pulled out.” Major Roy finished his thought with a sniff. “Over.”

			“Over.” 

			Captain Zeno turned off the comm and drummed his fingers on the table. His calm nature sent a shiver down Sam’s spine. He couldn’t help but feel like the captain was going to snap. 

			“We’re not going to stand down, are we, sir?” Sam asked. 

			“I’m not going to stand down.” Captain Zeno looked Sam in the eye. “But I have no intention of obligating you or the others to join me. You heard our orders. I’m going to relay those orders to the men, then allow them to decide for themselves… and face the repercussions.”

			“Sir, I think you know the men will follow your lead. What precisely do you plan to do?”

			Zeno stood from his seat. “I’m going to take it to these rebels and their allies. I’m going to show them what trying to kill kids and families with chemical warfare gets them: two to the body and one to the head.”

			Lyn appeared in the doorway with a loaded platter of food. “Who’s hungry?” he said in a pleasant, singsong way, as though the captain hadn’t nearly choked him to death thirty minutes earlier. Maybe ignoring slights—and outright assaults—was a necessary character trait for surviving the corridors of the House of Reason and Senate. “I’ve got sandwiches,” he sang.

			Captain Zeno grabbed two pieces of flat bread on either side of a mass of unidentifiable meat.

			Sam absentmindedly accepted a sandwich as well. He was still thinking about what the captain had said. He was going to go rogue. The rest of the men would likely follow him. The question was… what would Sam do? 

			You already know what you’re going to do. You’re just kidding yourself if you even pretend to take the time to think about it. 

			Sam bit into the sandwich. It was good: some kind of spiced meat mixed with a combination of mustard and vinegar. His stomach growled with appreciation, and he quickly devoured the rest. He noted Zeno doing the same. 

			“Well then, maybe we can all have a nice chat now that you both have some food in your stomachs,” Lyn said, pouring glasses of a yellow liquid. “Or perhaps you’d like a hot shower first? Quarters have been prepared for you both, and clean clothes as well.”

			“Why aren’t you eating too?” Captain Zeno asked as he reached for another sandwich. “You didn’t poison this food, did you?” 

			Lyn’s face went pale. “I—no, I would never.” He grabbed a sandwich from the platter, took a large bite, and washed it down with a gulp of the yellow liquid. “See? No poison. No need to choke me again, Captain.”

			Captain Zeno eyed the Senate liaison suspiciously as he reached for his glass. Sam was pretty sure the captain was just messing with Lyn… but given what had happened earlier, he couldn’t be entirely sure.

			“What is this anyway?” Sam asked, tasting the yellow liquid. “It tastes a little like citrus and… and something else I can’t place.”

			“Oh, it’s a delicacy here. It’s called Bullvine, made from the urine of a yamsach,” Lyn said matter-of-factly.

			Sam spewed the Bullvine from his mouth all over the floor. “Did you just say urine?” Out of the corner of his eye he saw the captain crack a rare grin. 

			“That’s right. It’s good, though.” Lyn looked at Sam as if he were crazy. “It’s guaranteed to clean you right out in the next few hours.”

			“Yeah, I think I’ll pass.” Sam put his glass back on the tray and grabbed another sandwich. 

			“Better make that sandwich to go, Sergeant,” Zeno said. “I’d like to go see the rest of the unit. I have a question for them.”

			“Of course. I’ll take you to them,” Lyn said. 

			As Sam followed, chewing his sandwich, he felt a strange sense of calm. Some sket was about to hit the fan, that was for damn sure, but at least now he knew what was going on, and that made all the difference. A short while ago he couldn’t even have said where the fan was. 

			They heard the rest of their unit before they saw them. 

			“Are you racisizing against me?” Bean was saying. 

			Troy broke out laughing. “That’s not even a word. And there’s no such thing among leejes. Blue, purple, green or yellow, you know you’re my brother from another mother.”

			“I still think you’re kind of racist,” Bean said jokingly. “I mean you just finished saying you only dream in black and white.”

			Sam, Lyn, and Zeno came to the open door where the two men were bunking for the night. The two privates immediately stopped their banter and jumped to attention. Both men were dressed in the synthprene bodysuits they had worn under their armor. There was an empty platter of food on a table, and wet towels indicated they’d already had a chance to shower. 

			“Sir!” they shouted as one. 

			“At ease.” Captain Zeno motioned to the clean armor that sat at the foot of their beds. “I see you’ve been busy. I need you to follow me. We need to talk.”

			“Yes, sir!” 

			Sam walked down the hall past the other open doors where his men had been quartered. “Iron Wolves, let’s go! It’s time to turn the wheels of the future.”

			With a rustling of boots and bodies, the eight Iron Wolves readied themselves and joined the sergeant and the captain in the hall. 

			All eyes turned expectantly to Lyn. He nodded and smiled amiably, and even waved at a few of the men, as if greeting old friends. 

			Sam raised an eyebrow and motioned down the hall with his thumb. 

			“Oh? Oh! Yes of course,” Lyn said, backing away. “You go ahead and speak in private. And there’s an exit just down the hall that will take you out into a back courtyard if you need more privacy.”

			“Wolves on me,” Zeno said. He headed the opposite way down the hall and found the door leading out into the open air.

			Almost everyone was quiet, the exceptions being the incorrigible Bean and Troy, who were whispering something between themselves. For Sam, the seriousness of the moment pressed on him like a weight-training vest during a ten-click hump. Although the other men were still in the dark about the situation, he suspected they felt the same.

			The door led to a courtyard, as Lyn had promised. Cononga’s sun had descended out of sight behind the surrounding buildings, and the afternoon heat had given way to a pleasant evening warmth. The captain stopped beside a curved stone bench that was enclosed in a circle of shrubbery. 

			Even Bean and Troy were quiet now. If hiding out in a palace courtyard wasn’t clue enough, the intensity in Captain Zeno’s eye made it clear to everyone… that now was the time to listen.

			



		

Chapter 13

			“You men know me well,” Captain Zeno began. “You know I’m a legionnaire first and forever. And you… you’re not only my men—you’re my family. My brothers. As such, I’m going to tell you everything I know about what’s going on on this planet. Then you’ll each be free to make your own decision as to how you’d like to proceed.”

			Sam stood next to Doc Dobson who seemed to straighten himself even more than usual. Sam guessed the rest of the men had similar stances; he was too focused on the captain to look down the line. 

			Captain Zeno stalked back and forth in front of his men. The gray and white in his dark hair caught the sun’s setting rays. “Major Roy has ordered us to stand down,” he said. “Those orders were relayed to him directly from the Senate. We’re to remain neutral, stay out of the conflict here, and wait a few days to see if the rebels and the Conongans can sort this all out. If the situation is not resolved soon, however, we are to leave the planet. 

			“Now, I don’t know about you, but I’ve left enough fights. I don’t know if there can ever be absolution for me and the things I’ve done. Probably not. So I concern myself with the here and now. So, here’s what I know about the rebels who started that firefight in the square. They could not have cared less about the collateral damage they caused. They had no regard for the innocent people—including children—who were caught in the crossfire, and I’ll tell you why they didn’t care: because they intended to kill them all. We uncovered, in their possession, what I’m confident is a chemical weapon meant to wipe out the entire city.”

			The captain looked over to Private Moon. “Moon, did you get an opportunity to test the substance?”

			“I did, sir.” Private Moon looked down the line. “It’s a neurotoxin. Messes with the brain’s ability to do a number of things—including breathing. Anyone affected by this chemical would be unable to take a breath until they blacked out and died. They’d be aware of this the entire time.”

			Captain Zeno halted his pacing in front of Sam. “These rebels, and the nation to the north that’s backing them, intended to inflict that fate on an entire city of innocent people. They would have done so today had we not been here. They may do so tomorrow if we leave.”

			He looked over his men. “Orders or no orders, I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying. I’m fighting.”

			He fell silent. He was asking the men to make their own decisions now. To join him, and face the consequences, or to follow orders. He didn’t need to put that question into words. Everyone knew.

			“All due respect, Captain,” Thompson said, stroking his thick beard, “you lead anywhere and you know I’ll follow. But if this isn’t sanctioned by the powers that be, is it worth sticking our necks out for? I mean, let’s say we go rogue, slaughter some rebels and send them packing. What’s to say they won’t just start things up again the moment we leave this planet?”

			Captain Zeno nodded along as the legionnaire spoke. “I’ve thought about that,” he said. “And under normal circumstances, I’d agree, but we have a special situation here. According to the information we’ve received from the Senate, if we suppress the rebels quickly enough, if we can convince the Republic that the situation on Cononga is under control, the treaty will still move forward. Once that happens, Cononga will be protected by the Republic. The rebels will know that, and that’s a damn powerful deterrent.”

			Silence fell again as every man thought on his choice.

			Captain Zeno started his pacing again. “I can’t, nor would I, command you to go against orders from our superiors. All I can do is lay out the facts and tell you what I plan to do. If any of you would rather sit this one out, I’m the last person that should judge. I’ve sat out plenty in my time.”

			“Did you regret it, sir?” Sam asked, his heart beating like a hammer in his chest. “When you sat on the sideline?”

			“Every day,” Captain Zeno growled. He swallowed hard as if all the memories washed over him at once. “Every damn day, Sergeant.”

			Sam considered the repercussions of going rogue. Worst case, they would be killed by the rebels. Best case, they would be disciplined by their superiors and kicked out of the Legion.

			On second thought, maybe getting killed by rebels was the better option.

			The images of the boy in the square flashed through Sam’s mind. He knew it was a sight he would never forget. 

			He nodded once. “I’m with you, sir.” He stepped forward to stand beside the captain. “If we have a chance to do some good, I’m going to do it. I’m not going to sit in a campsite a few clicks from here and eat breakfast while this place burns.”

			Troy stretched his arms and walked to stand next to his two superiors. “Well, I just checked in with my private secretary, and it appears I can make some time on my calendar for the next day or two. We’re going to need some supplies, though. My N-4 ran dry during that last engagement.”

			“I’m in,” Private Moon and Doc Dobson said at almost the same time. They came forward to stand with the others. 

			But when Bean stepped forward, Troy held up a hand to stop him. “Listen, brother, there’s no one I’d rather have beside me in a fight, but you got a family to think about back home. Don’t put them second just because you feel you have to. We won’t think any less of you.”

			“They’re why I have to,” Bean said. “I’m not going back home, looking them in the eye, and telling them I ran. I’m going to be the man they think I am.”

			In the next few seconds everyone had joined the captain. Except Thompson. The unit’s sniper sighed heavily and tapped his boot on the ground. Everyone waited for him to make his decision.

			Finally, he spoke. “Oh, I’m with you, you know. I’m gonna do the whole walk over to your side of the line and all. I’m just soaking in a few more seconds of being sane first.”

			“Sanity’s overrated,” Sam said with a grin. “Besides, none of us were sane to begin with. We’re legionnaires. We signed up for this.”

			Laughter broke out among the men, and Thompson grinned as he came to stand with them. 

			“So what’s the plan?” Doc Dobson asked. He looked from Sam to the captain. “We’ve got no intel, we’re out of charge packs, and we’re way outmanned.”

			The men quieted. 

			“I agree with your assessment. So let’s start planning.” Captain Zeno turned his head and called, “You can come out now! We’re finished.”

			Sam turned to see Sola walking around the corner of the shrubbery. There was still a hitch in her step from her wound, but she was as tough as they came. 

			“I wanted to be respectful and give you boys your moment and all that,” Sola said, as if she had been expecting to be called out. “If you’re open to suggestions, I might have a few ideas.”

			“I’m all ears,” Captain Zeno said. 

			She smiled. “Intel I can handle. Fenra and I know where the rebels stay encamped in the jungle. Most times. And if not, we can always go and see what’s what. Fenra is a lot stealthier than she looks. Weapons… that’s a bigger problem. I’d suggest we make use of the blasters the rebels dropped, but the militia took all those almost as quickly as they hit the ground. And frankly, they need those guns as bad as you do. Odd as it sounds, your best bet may be to salvage what you can from the president’s Savage Wars museum.”

			The men exchanged a few confused—and concerned—glances. They didn’t know about the museum yet. Sam would have to reassure them later. If the museum had more of those Reapers, it wasn’t a bad option.

			As long as the things still fired.

			Sola continued. “Your real problem is going to be gathering any kind of fighting force worth a damn. The so-called militia has zero experience in firefights, as you’ve seen. Colonel Minh is full of good intentions, but he’s more likely to drop a grenade at his feet than throw one.”

			Captain Zeno nodded in agreement. “The militia is raw, but with the right guidance, we can form them into a defensive unit for the city. Same goes for Minh. He’s willing, I’ll give him that. He’ll follow orders.” 

			He paused, considering, then looked over at Sam. “We’ll need to gather what weapons we can, and put together a scouting mission. Thoughts, Sergeant?”

			“Hall and Biel can handle weapons,” Sam replied immediately. “I’d like to lead the scouting mission myself, sir.”

			He ignored Sola’s raised eyebrow at this last remark. 

			“Good. Then this is what we’re going to do: Sergeant Samson will take Bean, Troy, and Sola to scout the enemy and gather intel. Hall and Biel will assess the weapon stocks here. Moon, I want you to take a closer look into that chemical weapon and see if we can’t turn it back on those cowards in some way. The rest of you are with me, preparing the local militia to defend the city. Oorah?”

			“Oorah!” A chorus of voices sounded as everyone moved to obey their orders. 

			Bean and Troy trotted over to Sam and Sola. 

			“I assume Fenra’s coming with us?” Sam asked Sola. “Because if so, she’s going to need to take a bath. Doesn’t matter how stealthy she is if the enemies smell her coming a mile away.”

			“Yeah, I’ll let you tell her that,” Sola said with a smirk. 

			Sam shook his head. “Fine. So what’s the plan?”

			Sola put a hand to her chest and adopted a look of innocence. “What, are you asking little old me? Didn’t I hear that you were leading the scouting mission?”

			Sam rolled his eyes. “Please. Let’s not fight in front of the children.” He tilted his head toward Bean and Troy, who both chuckled.

			She grinned. “Okay. I know where the base is, or at least where it was not long ago. It wasn’t much more than a campground the last time I saw it, so they could have moved easily enough, but I doubt it. It’s not far, and I have transportation to get us there fast, but we should leave now. We’ll want to use the cover of night, and I hope you all can swim.”

			“Swim?” 

			Sola winked. “You’ll see.” 

			



		

Chapter 14

			“I was going to bring my N-4, but with no ammo… well, it doesn’t make a great club,” Bean said to Sam as the legionnaires waited for Sola and Fenra at the front of the palace. “I wish we had something beyond knives and sidearms, though. I feel naked without a rifle.”

			“Interesting choice of words,” Troy said, stroking his chin. “Maybe you’re just insecure and that’s why you feel naked.”

			“Maybe your mom is insecure,” Bean said with a grin. 

			“Now why do you have to go and say a thing like that, Private Rivera?” Troy gave his friend’s shoulder a good-natured punch. “Always got to go there. I’m beginning to think you have mommy issues.”

			“You’re about to have busted lip issues in a second.” Bean tried to keep a straight face but ended up cracking a grin. 

			Sam shook his head at the banter. “We’ll see if we can get something from Sola before we leave.”

			Both his men gave him wide-eyed stares, and Troy waggled his eyebrows suggestively. 

			“Oh, no. It’s not like that,” Sam said, flustered. “She’s—I’m sure she’ll know where we can find reliable weapons.”

			Troy raised his hands and took a step back in surrender. “I didn’t say anything, Sarge.”

			“Permission to speak freely, sir?” said Bean.

			Sam didn’t trust the mischievous twinkle in the man’s eyes. “No, definitely not. Not on this subject. You two are like teenagers.”

			“I’m just saying, the heart wants what the heart wants…” Bean said under his breath. 

			She’s just a guide and great in a fight, Sam thought. Yeah, she’s attractive. Nothing wrong with noticing that. But you have a job to do. 

			Sola chose that awkward moment to appear. She jogged through the palace gate to join the legionnaires, a slight limp from her earlier injury still apparent. “You boys ready to rock and roll?” she said. “Fenra has the engine running.”

			“We’re ready,” Sam said, “except for weapons. All we have are our service pistols and knives.”

			“I’m way ahead of you,” Sola said. “I have some weapons waiting for you on the Hawk, but we’re killing daylight, so let’s hustle.” She took off at a jog.

			“You have a ship?” Troy called as the leejes chased after her.

			“Yep,” Sola shouted back. “You’ll see in a second.”

			The sky above Cononga was darkening, the sun having just dropped below the horizon, but it seemed as though most of the citizens of Noi were out and about, cleaning up bloodstains, repairing damage from the firefight, or just making the most of the cards life had dealt them. 

			A few stopped to wave at the legionnaires as they jogged past—and in their eyes Sam saw… respect. And hope. 

			He didn’t get it earlier, but now he understood where that look came from. He knew what the Iron Wolves meant to these people. To their past… and now their future as well.

			You’re doing the right thing staying here, he told himself. Come what may, you’re doing the right thing.

			The run was much longer than Sola had suggested, but thanks to their Legion conditioning, the men had no trouble keeping pace. The guide led them out of town, away from the airfield, and weaved a trail through lush jungle foliage. She finally stopped beside a dark and muddy river that fed acres of rice paddies. Reeds poked up through the water like defensive quills. 

			Moored to a wooden pole and bobbing lazily amid the reeds was a small boat, about ten meters from stem to stern. And frankly, to call it a boat was being generous. It was better described as a piece of junk. Whatever paint it might once have had was a distant memory, and it was rusted so thoroughly that it looked like the whole thing could fall apart at any minute. 

			Fenra’s lamp-like yellow eyes greeted them from out of the darkness. She stood on the boat’s deck and howled what sounded like a welcome. 

			“Yes,” Sola answered, looking over to Sam as she waded into the river. “The brave one came again. Don’t embarrass yourself. After all, he’s only alive because you saved him.”

			Sam followed Sola into the water and peered up at Fenra. The beast looked down at him with what could have been a toothy smile. Or an angry baring of her teeth. Sam hoped it was the former. 

			“Be careful here,” Sola warned. “The rocks on the riverbed are very slippery. Your legionnaire armor won’t help you with that.”

			“Actually, we got anti-slip soles, ma’am,” said Bean.

			Sam hid his grin as he followed Sola’s path, trying to step where she stepped, but it was difficult to see in the darkness without his helmet. He’d kept it off during their run through the city, wanting to achieve a personal bond with those who saw him, but now he placed it on his head to take advantage of its low-light capabilities. It would be nice to know if there were any nasties swimming nearby, looking for a leej to chow.

			Troy and Bean followed along behind. 

			“These rocks ain’t so slippery,” said Bean. 

			“And we’re leejes.” Troy thumped his chest and called after Sola. “Lady, I’ve charged entire Goliath battalions, tested my mettle against the best the Arch-Dread Army had to offer, and flown missions over the moons of Anak. Now watch as I conquer the legendary Slippery Rocks of Vi—”

			His next words were lost in a splash as he disappeared under the water’s murky surface. 

			Bean burst into laughter.

			“Idiot,” Sola muttered. She reached the boat, and a waiting Fenra hauled her inside. “You other legionnaires better hurry and get him up. His splashing will have alerted the monk eels.”

			“The monk who now?” Bean asked as a sputtering Troy regained his footing. 

			“Hurry up, you two,” Sam said. He reached the boat right behind Sola. The lyconlore lifted him dangling into the air by his right arm, like a curious child lifting a dornbug off the ground. 

			Sam’s feet hit the creaking deck of the rust bucket. As the shaggy lyconlore growled something that seemed friendly enough, then turned to help the other two legionnaires on board, Sam rubbed his shoulder. For a second there, he’d thought it might pop right out of the socket.

			“The monk eels are predatory hunters that come out at night,” Sola explained. “They’re big. And very aggressive.” She stepped into a cabin in the middle of the ship, barely large enough to house a single person plus the wheel.

			At first Sam thought Sola was teasing. But the ripples that suddenly appeared in the water just past the stern made him think again. Something made a splash, but it was back below the surface too quickly for Sam to spot it. 

			“Hurry and get me out of here!” Troy pleaded with Fenra as the lyconlore lifted Bean onto the ship first. “I’m not built to fight water monsters. My skill set doesn’t include that.”

			Fenra lifted Troy onto the boat, and Sola gunned the motor to life. It started with a heavy cough and a worrisome sputter, but settled into a dull hum. 

			From on board, the craft was even less impressive, which was really saying something. There were countless weld jobs keeping the thing whole, using a mishmash of metals from who knew what. The hull ended up looking like a patchwork quilt. Blaster fire had left dozens of scorch marks, and there were plenty of unpatched holes—fortunately above the waterline. 

			“No offense, Sola,” Sam said, “but I’ve seen corpses that look healthier than this boat.”

			She gave a wry half smile. “You’d rather swim?”

			“Not really. I mean, I’m grateful for the ride, but is this thing going to get us to the rebels and out? Emphasis on the ‘out.’ Like… what if we need to make a hasty retreat?” 

			Sola had the boat turned around and moved into the open river. “Don’t you worry about the Hawk. She’s never let me down before, and she doesn’t plan to now.” She increased their speed until they were skimming over the water. 

			Sam had to hold on to the railing to not lose his balance. Okay, so the boat was fast. He’d just have to pray that it waited to sink to the bottom of the river until after he’d safely stepped off. 

			“You need me to help guide you through the darkness?” he said, tapping his helmet. “Night vision.”

			Sola pointed to the sky overhead. “The stars are all I need to navigate. And if things get dicey, Fenra can see in the dark too. Take a load off, Sergeant. This isn’t my first Balder hunt.” 

			“Stars don’t tell you when a log is sticking up in the mud,” Sam muttered to himself, but he attempted what he thought would count as a relaxed position, leaning against the helmsman’s cabin. “So…” he said. “How did you get involved in all this?”

			“All what?” Sola asked. 

			Sam turned when he heard Fenra growling from across the deck. But she was merely “talking” with Troy and Bean, who were apparently doing their best to communicate with her through pantomime. The best Sam could tell, they were trying to say they were hungry. Sam shook his head at the sight and turned back to Sola.

			“I guess what I’m saying is, how did you get to be the official guide for the Iron Wolves?” Sam realized that he was staring at her, taking her in with the aid of his night vision. This seemed somehow unfair. He took his bucket off, allowing the cool air to play with his hair. “You don’t strike me as a part of the militia.”

			“You don’t think I’m the sort who would help out of my own good nature?” 

			“No offense, but…”

			Sola looked away from the helm with a playful smile on her full lips. “You know, just because you say ‘no offense’ doesn’t give you the okay to say whatever you want after that.”

			“I didn’t say anything after that,” Sam said. “I just implied it.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “But I’d still like to know the answer to the question.”

			Sola shrugged. “The president wanted the best guide money could buy. Fenra and I have a reputation for getting things done. When we heard the price he was offering, we came.”

			“Yeah… I’m not buying it.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You heard me. No way you took this job for the money.”

			“Oh, really?”

			“Yes, really, because you’re here, and this isn’t the type of thing people who want money do. No sense in taking a risk like this if you’re ever looking to actually spend that money. So spill it.”

			Sola studied Sam with a raised eyebrow. “Perhaps my ancestors also fought alongside the Iron Wolves during the Savage Wars. Maybe I grew up on stories myself and wanted to see with my own eyes if they were true or not.”

			That was something Sam could almost believe. “And?”

			“And what?”

			“Are the stories true?” 

			“Too soon to tell.” Sola cocked her head to one side, letting the wind blow her hair over her shoulder. “You know, when this is all over… I mean, I don’t know what legionnaire protocol is on…”

			BOOM!

			The ship shook with such sudden violence that Sam was sent sprawling across the deck. A moment later he was up, helmet on, and looking to confirm that Troy and Bean were still topside and not in the water. “What was that?” 

			“Monk eels,” Sola said through gritted teeth. “Fenra! Get the weapons and then take the wheel!”

			



		

Chapter 15

			Fenra tore into a long steel box on the starboard side of the ship, flinging metal couplings across the deck, and retrieved three long spears in her massive paw. She handed each legionnaire a spear as though she were running an armory, then sprinted for Sola’s place at the helm. 

			“What the heck is this?” Bean said, looking at his spear. “This isn’t a weapon! It’s a stick with a piece of metal on the end. What am I supposed to do with this?”

			“I think she wants us to throw it?” Troy speculated. 

			The Hawk shuddered from another impact beneath the waterline. The deck had grown slick with the spray of the river, and Sam found himself tumbling over the knee-high railing at the side. He grabbed on to a baluster at the last moment, a lucky grope in the dark that seemed a miracle.

			“Help!” he shouted, feeling his boots skipping along the surface of the river, the drag threatening to break his grip on the wet metal. 

			Through his HUD, he saw the boat’s wake thrashing as if it had come alive. Then a serpentine head rose above the surface—just for a split second, but long enough for Sam to take in the primal terror of the monk eel. Its luminescent green eyes shone with predatory intent, and its elongated snout, filled with razor-sharp teeth, snapped. 

			Judging by the size of the head alone, the entire eel had to be at least as long as the Hawk. 

			“Pull me up! Now!” Sam shouted.

			Troy appeared at the railing and thrust out an arm. “I got you, Sarge!” 

			Bean appeared beside him, and the two leejes pulled Sam back on board with a heave. 

			“Thanks, guys,” Sam said, lying on the deck. “Holy sket, Sola, we need to talk about your definition of an eel. That’s not an eel. That’s the thing that ate all the other eels and absorbed their power. It’s the eel god.”

			Sola didn’t reply. She was standing perfectly still on the stern of the speeding boat, her knees absorbing the up-and-down bob of the waves. She held a spear in her right hand, arm cocked back and poised to throw.

			A flurry of motion sent the water spraying upward as a dark-skinned eel erupted from the river’s surface, lunging for Sola with its greedy mouth open, its sharp triangles of teeth gleaming in the moonlight. 

			But the spear was hurtling through the air before the creature’s head even fully cleared the water. Its pointed tip entered the monk eel through its open mouth and continued right on through the back of its head. 

			The eel didn’t go down immediately. It jerked its head around, the shaft of the spear still lodged in its mouth, battering the boat with resounding clangs, before sinking beneath the water. 

			“Don’t just stand there!” Sola shouted as she grabbed another spear. “More will be coming!”

			“How many of them are there?” Sam asked. He positioned himself beside Sola, while Troy and Bean took port and starboard watch. “And why aren’t we using actual weapons, like blasters?”

			Given how ably Sola had dispatched the first eel, clearly the spears were actual weapons—in the right hands, but Sam’s finger was made for a trigger, not a pointy stick.

			“They hunt in packs,” Sola answered, not taking her eyes from the water. “Figure at least three… but maybe ten. It’s not a coincidence you don’t see any other ships out here. There’s a reason no one travels at night.”

			“You know,” said Bean, “this is exactly the kind of thing I dreamed of when I joined the Legion. Riding on a rusted boat down an alien river, heading to a rebel base, with nothing but sticks for weapons, and being attacked by sea monsters.”

			“Correction.” Troy looked over at his buddy with a grin. “River monsters. And I still got a tiny bit of charge left in my blaster pistol.”

			“No! Blasters will only draw more attention!” Sola eyed the water next to where Sam stood. She pointed an outstretched finger. “There!”

			Sam saw it. Just below the dark surface of the water, two glowing green orbs raced toward him. 

			Grasping his spear with both hands, he plunged it into the dark head of the eel. The steel point sliced into the creature’s soft skin like a sharp knife through a piece of raw meat. The eel broke off its attack run, and Sam was just able to yank his spear out of the eel’s body before it disappeared again. 

			“We are not your dinner!” Troy shouted as he drove his spear into another charging eel. “Just leave us alone!”

			Despite the insanity of the situation he found himself in—or perhaps because of it—Sam cracked a wide grin inside his helmet. Sometimes when plans went to hell, you had to laugh about them. Surrender to the absurdity. 

			They had to withstand two more attack runs before the massive eels decided that legionnaires came at too high of a cost to be included on their menu. Still, they stood vigilant for several minutes longer before Sola called out, “I think they’ve gone.”

			“How can you be sure?” Sam asked. 

			“I can’t, but we need rest.” Sola lowered her spear and returned it to the long metal box Fenra had taken it from. “If they come back we’ll do it all over again, but there’s no sense in tiring ourselves out before then. You legionnaires get some sleep. Fenra and I will take turns navigating the waters and keeping watch.”

			Sam removed his helmet again. “You sure I can’t help?” 

			“There’s no point. You don’t know the river. Grab some sleep while you can. You’re going to need it when we get to the rebel encampment.” 

			Sam didn’t argue—because she was right. He plopped down in the back of the boat with the other two legionnaires, intending to at least feign sleep—if he could—long enough to be sure he was with friends. 

			“I could drive the boat. It can’t be too different from piloting a ship,” Troy said removing his helmet.

			“No, she’ll be fine,” Sam said as he tried to find the least uncomfortable position for sleeping. “Our turn is tomorrow. Sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead.”

			“We’ve got a long night ahead with the way Troy talks in his sleep,” Bean said. “Full-on reciting dark poetry while he’s knocked out.”

			“That was one time, and it wasn’t poetry,” Troy said, lying on his side between Sam and Bean. “They were tough-guy quotes.”

			“Yeah sure, whatever you say. You were the one sleeping, so of course you’d know.”

			Sam gazed up into the night sky. Cononga’s twin moons were high overhead, and the stars twinkled on and off like tiny lights someone had stuck into a dark ceiling. On planets like this, the night sky often appeared to be made more of stars than of empty space. 

			Sleep came quickly. Sam was exhausted, and his body needed time to rest and repair, but as on so many other nights, with sleep came nightmares.

			



		

Chapter 16

			This particular nightmare was a familiar one. Different variations of it had plagued Sam since his early years as a legionnaire. It always started the same.

			“Incoming enemy fire!” 

			Someone always shouted that. Every time. 

			Next would come the mortars, grenades, and blaster rounds. 

			Sam was entrenched in a foxhole with a platoon of legionnaires. Faces he recognized looked back at him, bracing for the first rounds of fire. These men were about to die. They didn’t know it yet. Sam did. 

			He’d been there.

			But in the dream, the men were still alive. They hunkered down low to his left and his right, their breathing heavy. 

			Breathing. 

			They wouldn’t live. 

			They never did. 

			BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

			The first rounds of artillery came in with a furious intensity. It was like being caught in a sudden, violent thunderstorm, flashes of lightning overpowering the night. The explosions threatened to burst his eardrums despite his helmet—that was the dream weaving its fiction—and the flashes did their best to eviscerate corneas. 

			Sam’s heart beat in his chest as fast as he could ever remember it. Adrenaline’s icy flow raced to flood every inch of his being. 

			“Pour it on ’em, boys! Let ’em have it!” 

			The voice belonged to a hardscrabble first sergeant named Jeff Howard. This was a detail the dream got wrong. The real Howard didn’t shout that until the artillery had stopped and the advance had started. 

			In the nightmare, it all happened at once. The shelling and the fighting.

			The living and the dying. 

			“Oorah!” the legionnaires responded.

			A leej on Sam’s left raised his head above the foxhole and leveled his N-4 at the charging enemy. “Get some!”

			This time they were being attacked by zhee. In other versions of the nightmare, it was other species. That part of the nightmare changed. 

			The worst version was the one where the attackers were the dead legionnaires. Sam’s old friends. In that version, he was alone in that foxhole.

			Every legionnaire fighting with Sam would die. Had died. He’d seen it. Not all at once, like the nightmarish final battle suggested, but he’d seen it. Guys got unlucky on some rotation out to the edge. A speeder or shuttle wreck here. A sniper there. An IED. There were a million ways to die, and Sam knew the faces of those deaths. Of the men beneath the buckets. Those faces cycled in his mind. Dead soldiers. Dead friends. 

			Brothers he could never forget. 

			“Get your weapon up, Samson!” First Sergeant Howard bellowed. “We got a target-rich environment here, boy!” 

			Sam looked over the ridge of dirt. The zhee were gone. Replacing them was a line of politicians, advancing in white suits with gleaming shoes. They carried blasters, and they smirked and grinned each time a blaster bolt fired by a legionnaire struck them harmlessly. 

			“Bring it!” First Sergeant Howard cried, standing up to unleash a volley of fire. 

			“No!” Sam screamed, fumbling to grab his first sergeant and drag him down behind cover. 

			But it was too late. Because in the dream, it was always too late. 

			A spray of blood and gore washed over him. The first sergeant’s head, which only moments before had been swearing vengeance and wrath, was now a hollow crater of charred meat and chipped bone. Howard’s body fell hard into the foxhole, spasming as though it were trying to somehow rise up headless. 

			“We gotta get out of here, man!” The legionnaire on Sam’s left grabbed at his arm in a panic. “We gotta go! We gotta—”

			A mortar exploded at the leej’s feet, throwing bits of him all over Sam. 

			Sam knew the mortar should have killed him too, but he didn’t die. He lived. In the dream, he only stood there, wiping the blood off of his visor. 

			His ears rang. His body felt like pins and needles. 

			He looked down at the corpse at his feet. The guy’s bucket had been blown off his head, and Sam could see his face plainly. He was still a kid. Just a kid. Though when the real kid had died, he and Sam were the same age and rank. 

			They were friends. 

			That ghostly face looked up at him now. Forever static at twenty years old. 

			“Help me up,” the dead legionnaire said.

			Sam lifted the man up and cradled him in his arms. The back side of the leej was basically gone, shredded from his body, like a butcher taking meat away from bone. 

			Blood spilled from the kid’s lips and eyes as he looked up at Sam. “I just want to go home,” he begged, as if Sam could somehow make that happen. “I just want to see… see my mom again.”

			Sam hushed the legionnaire. Rocked him back and forth. Ignored all the hell that was breaking loose around them. The battle—the war—didn’t matter. All he could think about was the kid in his arms. 

			“Shhh. You’ll see her soon, buddy. I promise.”

			When the dead legionnaire—PFC Allen Valdes—had really died, in the aftermath of an assault shuttle crash just outside Camp Trigget on Grevulo, Sam saw it happen. He was patrolling the camp’s perimeter, and his squad was the first to the crash site. The bird was part of a QRF looking to pull out some marines who’d gotten into trouble. The flight lasted all of thirty seconds before it went down hard. 

			Sam watched PFC Valdes die. Not in the dream. In real life. Sam heard the kid ask the squad’s medic about his mom, just like in the dream, and right before Valdes passed, he seemed at peace.

			“I’ll see her soon,” he said, and then he was gone.

			But in the dream, he didn’t say that. He always said: 

			“Why? Why all of this? What is it for?”

			“Easy now,” Sam replied. Tears fell down his hardened face, unaccompanied by sobs. Just a stoic, familiar hot sting in his eyes. “Rest, brother. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

			“Make this count.” The kid’s eyes went wide as the last gasp of oxygen escaped his lungs. “Make this all count for something. Promise me.”

			The Legion once made Sam talk with a medical bot programmed with all the latest psychoanalysis software. The bot told Sam that this part of the dream was representative of his desire to bring meaning to the death of every legionnaire. An impossibility, the bot said.

			Sam didn’t mention the version of the dream where the members of the House of Reason were the enemy combatants. He knew enough to keep that much quiet.

			“I will,” Sam said to the kid. 

			To Allen.

			Then the kid died in his arms, his head lolling sideways like a stage actor performing his big death scene.

			A manic insanity seized Sam at that moment. He rocked back and forth, hugging the kid tightly despite the chaos around them. 

			“I promise!” he roared over the sounds of war. “I’ll make this count. I’ll find a way!”

			* * *

			“Sam!” 

			The voice seemed to be calling to him from the other side.

			“Sam!”

			He snapped out of the nightmare to find Sola kneeling beside him. Her eyes, usually narrow with scorn and rebellion, were now wide with concern. The moons and stars overhead gave her an ethereal glow that played against her white hair. 

			“I’m good,” Sam said, propping himself up. Sounding better than he felt. A cold sweat drenched his brow, and as he moved, it ran down to his neckline. “Yeah, I’m… I’m fine.”

			“You were screaming in your sleep.” Sola spoke softly. “You’re very clearly not okay. I’m surprised you didn’t wake up those two.”

			Sam looked to his right. Troy and Bean lay sound asleep. Troy was murmuring something that sounded like poetry. “Yea, though I walk through…”

			Sam knew the line. Troy was fond of delivering it. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. For I am the evilest one in this valley.”

			Evidently he liked it so much that he repeated it in his sleep.

			Sola took a seat next to Sam. Her gaze was far off, as if she were looking into the past itself. “There’s no shame in memories that haunt us,” she said. “We all have them to one extent or another.”

			The way she said it made Sam feel like she knew what she was talking about. Like she, too, was forced to remember events she would rather have buried. 

			“I guess it comes with the job.” Sam cleared his throat. “How long have I been asleep?”

			Sola ignored the question. Apparently she wasn’t going to let him change the subject. “Talking about your dreams is the best way to deal with them. It’s hard at first. But… it doesn’t really get any easier without it. You’ll get stronger. You’ll learn to live with it.”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Sam said. He heard the edge in his voice, and was surprised at how strongly he felt about this, but that wasn’t the only reason he resisted. His pride resented Sola telling him how it was. He was a legionnaire. No one knew how it was as well as he did. 

			Then again, no one had ever really pushed him to talk about his nightmares, either. Except for the one time. When the point—who was in all honesty probably trying to be helpful—ordered him to speak to that bot.

			Sam sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you’re just trying to help.”

			“I understand.”

			“Thanks. Can we drop this until another time?” Sam knew that such a time would likely never occur. Cononga was her planet, not his. He’d be out as soon as the mission was completed. Maybe sooner. 

			“Sure.” Sola stood up and dusted off her hands. “You should probably wake up your friends. The sun will be up before we know it. We’ve made good time toward the rebel camp.”

			“It’s been that long? I feel like I just closed my eyes.”

			“You slept for a few hours. Not nearly what your body needs.”

			“Story of my life,” Sam said, stretching his back and legs. 

			He looked overboard and watched the water fly by. The ship’s deck stabilizers kept things from getting too bumpy—at least that much of the old boat hadn’t rusted out. 

			“You weren’t kidding when you said this ship of yours could move.”

			“She’s been through a lot, but she’s still a beast,” Sola said, she poked her head into the boat’s cabin, which was currently manned by Fenra. The lyconlore’s huge bulk in the small helm area looked almost comical. Sola fumbled for something outside of Sam’s view and came up with a canteen and a few bars in white wrappers. “Here. Breakfast is served.”

			“What is this?” Sam said, catching one of the bars in midair. “Or do I even want to know?”

			“I wouldn’t want to know if I were you.” Sola winked. “But I’ll tell you if you want.”

			Fenra caught Sam’s eye and shook her head furiously in warning. 

			“I… think I’ll pass on hearing the ingredient list,” Sam said. 

			“Smart boy. Then let’s just say it’s everything your body needs to keep going.” Sola took a huge bite of her bar, chewed it a few times, and pushed it into a large wad on the side of her mouth. “Minus the taste.”

			She tossed him two more bars for Bean and Troy. He dropped the food onto their chests, waking them up.

			“Breakfast in bed, Sarge?” Bean sat up blinking. “Aw. You shouldn’t have.”

			Troy rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Oh, guys, I had the craziest dream. We were attacked by giant eels, and a huge lyconlore was piloting us on a rust bucket of a boat, and—” Troy’s stopped short upon seeing Sola’s glare. “Okay.” He shrugged. “Not funny. I get it.” 

			“Dude, you’re never funny,” Bean said. “I keep telling you you’re not a comedian.”

			Troy sighed. “Guess the dream of serving as a leej continues.”

			“Eat up,” Sam said. Not for the first time around these two, he felt like a stern father corralling his goofball teenage sons. “We’ll be at the rebel encampment soon.”

			“I’ll eat it, but… what is it?” Troy asked. He took a bite. 

			“Apparently it’s better not to know,” Sam replied.

			He bit into his own bar. It was chalky and tasted… healthy. Whatever that meant. Like a chewy, chalky mass of mush you might buy for too many credits at the gym as a post-workout meal. His jaw was getting some exercise, too, but the thing softened the more Sam chewed. He’d eaten worse. Much worse. 

			“You know what this tastes like?” Troy said. “Like that one time we found that hot meal still on the grill after we caught those Zarlings by surprise.” 

			Sam grunted in agreement. 

			The first glow of the sun crested over the horizon. Fenra reduced throttle and the wind died down. In its absence, a sticky, early morning humidity fogged the deck.

			“We should be quiet from here on out,” Sola said, eyeing the river’s still waters. Dense foliage crowded the banks on either shore. “We’re close.”

			



		

Chapter 17

			The river narrowed to ten feet on either side of the boat. Roots and tree limbs hung over the banks as though the jungle were attempting to swallow up the waterway. 

			Sam chased the last of his breakfast with a long swig of cold canteen water. He placed his bucket back on his head and linked up with the captain. 

			“Captain Zeno, this is Sergeant Samson. Come in.”

			“I have a copy, Samson,” Captain Zeno replied a moment later. 

			“Guide says we’re close to the rebel encampment. I’ll contact you again when we’re on our way back.” 

			The boat glided quietly to a halt next to an outcropping of dense brush. Hopefully that would be enough to hide the craft from anyone who didn’t float in the way they’d come. 

			“Understood,” Captain Zeno said. “Remember, your mission is not to engage. Assess the threat and return back to base.”

			“Roger that, sir.” 

			“Sergeant. I know you. Do not engage.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The comm inside his helmet clicked, signaling the transmission had come to an end. 

			Sola beckoned the three legionnaires over to her, then pulled out a heavy-looking chest from near the bow. “Weapons. Pick what you’d like.”

			“Oooh, I hope it’s more spears,” Bean quipped.

			“Pickings are slim,” Sola said, popping the lid with the toe of her boot. “But you’re welcome to whatever you like.” 

			Sam looked down at an assortment of weapons: knives and machetes, hand blasters and rifles, grenades and charge packs. 

			“You’ll probably only be interested in—” Sola’s stopped as the legionnaires dug into the pile of weapons like a group of hungry kids at a buffet. “Never mind. Just take everything, why don’t you? That works too.”

			Sam lifted a long-barreled blaster that looked like it had seen better years. The last time it was fired in anger was probably sometime in the Savage Wars, but the charge pack was full, and a spare was banded around the weapon’s stock. This one was a keeper. Next he picked up a snub-nosed blaster pistol, fat and heavy. Probably good for one, maybe two shots. But better than nothing. 

			Troy found a ranged heavy blaster that looked like it could fit on the turret of a tank. “What is this thing?”

			Bean dug deep and pulled out a long belt of bullets. “Think these go with it. Slug thrower.”

			Troy fed the belt into the machine gun and draped it over his neck. It hung down to his knees. There might once have been some kind of case meant to store the bullets more efficiently, but it had probably disappeared long ago. 

			“Cool,” Troy said. “I’m gonna take some of these fraggers, too.” 

			Bean chose a blaster that looked similar to Sola’s Reaper 210, then held up a machete that wasn’t too rusted and gave it an appraising frown. Finally he plucked out two grenades and hung them on his belt. “Oughta be enough to KTF, right, Sarge?”

			“No KTF today,” Sam answered. “Captain’s orders.”

			“Like I could if I wanted to,” Troy said, struggling with the dangling belt of ammunition. “Help me with this, Bean?”

			Bean scoffed but relented. He draped the belt around his own shoulders. “What are friends for?”

			“You two going to walk side by side through the jungle like that?” Sola said. “A couple of lovers holding hands on a stroll?”

			“Oh, I know she did not just go there,” said Troy.

			Sam put a hasty end to the banter. “She’s got a point. That thing looks like it can spit out some serious fire if it comes down to it, but we’re on recon. We can’t have that ammo belt jingling around through the jungle.”

			“I think I can find a satchel to store it in,” Sola said.

			Sam couldn’t help but notice something was bothering her. “Everything all right?” he asked.

			“Just… be careful with those weapons. It took me more than a few years to stockpile this little armory.”

			“Ma’am,” Bean said, giving a slight bow, “no one takes better care of weapons than a legionnaire.”

			“That’s right,” Troy agreed. “We take care of ’em ’cause they take care of us. Oorah.” The legionnaire looked down into the chest. “Hey. What’s this?”

			As he bent down to remove a long file, Bean had to struggle to keep the ammo belt from falling off. Troy made a stabbing motion with the file. “This for guttin’ the enemy or something?”

			“Looks like a prison shank,” Bean said. 

			Fenra finished mooring the boat and came over to the others. She plucked the item from Troy’s hand and began filing her long nails into fine, dagger-like points. 

			“That’s Fenra’s grooming tool,” Sola said. “But she’ll use it as a shank if you try to keep it from her.”

			Troy looked up at the big lyconlore. “Nah. That’s all yours, big girl.”

			Sola hopped over the side of the boat and splashed into waist-high water. “Let’s go. We have a hike to the rebel camp.”

			Sam followed Sola’s lead, but managed to land in water that was chest-deep. He waded to the shore. “Bean, take point.”

			“Yes, sir.” The legionnaire hustled over the side and sloshed ahead in front of Sola.

			“He doesn’t even know where we’re going,” Sola protested.

			“You can tell him,” said Sam, almost overtaking her. “But what you can’t do is use all the sensors he has inside his bucket.” 

			As the guide, the lyconlore, and the three legionnaires traversed the dense jungle of Cononga, everything was foreign to Sam. The foliage of bright greens, purples, and browns. The otherworldly howls of unseen animals. The chirps, clicks, and caws.

			The one thing that was decidedly not foreign to Sam was the threat of armed hostiles on the other side of every branch, rock, and tree. 

			Sweat beaded on his forehead as the sun lifted into the sky. His bucket and suit had climate controls, but they could only do so much during a long, hard march.

			After a time, Fenra sniffed the air, then broke off from the main group, hardly making a sound as she disappeared into the jungle. 

			“Where’s she off to?” Sam whispered.

			“Scouting,” Sola answered. 

			A bright red-and-blue bird flew overhead, and the heavy flapping of its wings caused all four of them to raise their weapons skyward. In a tree high above them, some sort of chubby, bear-like simian with four red eyes gave a howl that sounded a lot like a laugh. From somewhere off to the party’s left, a hissing creature scurried through the underbrush. 

			Sam didn’t mind the sounds of alien wildlife. It was when the critters ceased making their natural sounds that he had to worry. 

			Another hour passed before Sam finally asked the question that he himself always hated being asked while on patrol. “How much farther?”

			Sola was just in front of him, behind Troy, who was pulling a turn on point. She wiped a slender arm across her brow. “Not much. We should—” 

			A crashing through the brush stilled her words. Everyone in the patrol crouched and pointed their weapons to the source of the noise. Whatever it was, it sounded big—possibly multiple bigs. 

			Sam’s heart raced as he thought of just how old his weapon probably was. He was going to be pissed if the weapon didn’t fire.

			Just squeeze the trigger. What happens after that is beyond your control.

			The rustling noise increased, and Fenra emerged from the foliage. 

			Sola lowered her blaster. “What the heck?” 

			Sam was surprised himself. The shaggy lyconlore had certainly left quietly. Perhaps she’d deliberately made a lot of noise on the way back to avoid startling the patrol.

			“We were about to kill you,” Sola said. “What happened to the sign we agreed on?”

			Fenra looked confused. Her yellow eyes widened as she growled something. 

			“‘What sign’?” Sola put her hands on her hips. “What do you mean, ‘what sign’? Did you honestly forget? How many concussions have you had? We agreed on the low bark.” Sola acted as though she were clapping her hands, but stopped short before skin could smack skin. “Two barks. Pause. Then one more. Remember?”

			Fenra crossed her arms and said something else in her guttural tongue. 

			“Fenra. I didn’t mean it like—”

			Fenra growled again.

			“For Oba’s sake, I know you’re not a dog. When I said ‘bark,’ I—”

			Again Fenra stubbornly growled.

			“Fine. We’re going to talk about this another time,” Sola said, sounding exasperated. 

			Troy and Bean snickered to each other over L-comm.

			“Did you find anything?” Sola asked. 

			Fenra made motions with her paws and spoke more of her language. Sam had hoped his bucket’s AI might be able to make some sense of it, but lyconlores had extremely varied dialects, and Fenra’s apparently wasn’t in the databanks.

			“What’s she saying?” he asked.

			“That the rebels aren’t far from here,” Sola said. “She’ll take us in if you can bear not to have one of your leejes on point.”

			Sam nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

			Sola nodded back. “Just step where we step.”

			“It’s not our first time around the junkyard,” Sam replied as Sola and Fenra took the lead. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” Sola said. 

			They moved quickly and quietly. Sola seemed impressed that the legionnaires were able to keep up. “How you boys move quietly in those armored suits is beyond me,” she whispered.

			“You’d be surprised what you can get used to.” 

			As the small force crept forward, silence fell around them, and not only due to a lack of conversation—this silence came from the jungle itself. The animals of the jungle were giving the rebel base a healthy buffer. 

			It wasn’t long before Sam’s bucket picked up the distant sound of heavy vehicles and men’s voices. He held up a fist to stop Bean and Troy, then motioned for them to hug the dirt. Sola and Fenra likewise got down on their bellies, and the party slid through the jungle like exotic snakes. 

			Sam held his weapon across his arms, in the crooks of his elbows. The going was slow and painful, but finally they stopped behind a fallen tree covered by an overhang of vines from another tree. It was a perfect vantage point from which to spy on what lay ahead. 

			Wedged between Sola and Fenra, with Troy and Bean watching their flanks and rear, Sam activated his bucket’s zoom options. 

			They were atop a hill that fell away steeply into a wide valley teeming with rebels. The valley had been cleared of vegetation to make room for the base, which was way larger than Sam was expecting. 

			He scanned the compound, taking in as much as he could. 

			What he saw made his mouth go dry. 

			



		

Chapter 18

			The compound was square, with guard towers in each corner. Sentries guarded the perimeter, and more sentries were stationed by what Sam figured to be the barracks, armory, and mess hall. The rebel guards wore black vests—they looked to be some kind of body armor—and each was equipped with an open-faced helmet similar to those of the Republic marines. Just inside the gate, trucks were loaded down with supplies and probably weapons. One flatbed had its massive contents covered with a dark green tarp. 

			But what concerned Sam the most was the sheer size of the rebel operation. He’d expected an encampment of… dozens, maybe. This was a full-fledged base, with hundreds of troops moving around, and they were making obvious preparations to leave. Sam could make an educated guess as to where they were going. 

			“There’s so many of them,” Troy breathed, barely audible. “What do you think, Sarge? Three hundred?”

			“More.” Sam was working on a count of men, weapons, and equipment for Captain Zeno. “Four hundred at least. Most are unarmored, but I bet they’ll repurpose those transport vehicles before the fighting starts.”

			“If they leave today and travel hard,” Sola whispered, “they’ll reach Noi in two days.”

			“We need to get closer to find out exactly what we’re up against,” Sam said. He hated to endanger his men, but accurate intel could mean the difference between life and death in the coming days. “In particular, I’d like to know what’s under the tarp on that flatbed. Sola, Fenra, circle to the right. Gather whatever intel you can, but stay covered. We’ll do the same from the left.”

			“Got it,” Sola said.

			Sam was surprised she didn’t zing him with some sharp retort. Maybe the two of them were simply on the same wavelength. “Meet back here in thirty minutes.” 

			“You think they’ve got some kind of weapon on that truck?” Bean whispered. 

			“That’s my guess,” Sam said, crouch-walking through the jungle. “If we can find out, maybe we can be prepared to neutralize it when the fighting starts.”

			“Or,” Troy said with a heavy breath, “and just hear me out here, Sarge—we could destroy it now and make sure it never gets into the city at all.”

			“I’d like nothing more,” Sam said. He’d already thought of the possibility. “But Captain Zeno wants us on this scouting mission as eyes only.”

			The trio of legionnaires had just fallen to their stomachs to crawl forward when an eruption of blaster fire came from the opposite side of the camp.

			“Sket!” Sam hissed. He elbow-crawled through foliage until he had a clear view of the base. Shouting voices drifted up to him, but the rebels weren’t keyed in on his location. They were racing the opposite way.

			Sam’s stomach twisted as he saw Sola being dragged out of the jungle by two men. She fought like a demon, twisting and turning to get out of her captors’ grip.

			“Easy, Sola,” Sam muttered to himself.

			“She’s gonna get herself killed,” said Bean, crawling up beside him. 

			Sola punched one of her captors in the groin. As the man let go of her arm, she rose to her knees and head-butted the other rebel. She regained her feet, but the first man tackled her to the ground almost immediately, and the two rebels began to beat her savagely. 

			Bean shared a look with Troy. “Sarge? Orders?”

			How much is a life worth? Sam thought to himself. Attempting to save Sola’s life would jeopardize not only Sam’s, but those of his men as well.

			But Sola had risked her life to save Sam and his men. Just the fact that she was out here with them was a risk. He owed her an attempt. 

			“We go and get her,” Sam said, handing his weapon to Bean. “I want both of you to stay here to provide points of divergent cover fire. I didn’t see Fenra, so watch your fire when things get fun, just in case they didn’t already drop her out in the jungle. And if things get too hairy, both of you haul ass to the boat and get out of here.”

			“No way, Sarge,” Bean protested. “We’re—”

			“I’m not asking you, Private Rivera,” Sam growled with a tone Captain Zeno would have been proud of. “I’m telling you. The captain needs this intel. And he’ll need every leej he can get for the defense of Noi. If I go down, you two get out of here and don’t look back. Oorah?”

			“Oorah,” Bean and Troy said together. They sounded less than thrilled. 

			Sam unsheathed the blade from his belt and worked his way slowly down an uneven hill. He felt as though his senses were on overdrive as he attempted to take in the terrain around him as well as keep an eye on what was happening with Sola. 

			A hundred yards ahead were two rebels with their backs turned to Sam. They were obviously supposed to be guarding the perimeter, but they were clearly more interested in seeing what was taking place on the other side of the base. 

			In his mind’s eye, Sam visualized what would come next. 

			Neutralize the two guards to get inside the perimeter. Move between the vehicles to stay covered. Wait for an opening to grab Sola, then run like the dogs of hell are at your heels. 

			Sam repeated the plan in his mind. It was as good as he could do under the circumstances. And it might even work.

			Except something is going to go wrong. Something always goes wrong. 

			Sam shook his head fractionally. What would be would be. Adapt. Adapt and survive.

			He was twenty yards from the two sentries when a rotten branch snapped beneath his foot. One of the rebels turned. His eyes widened upon seeing the legionnaire stalking him from the jungle, his mouth opened to shout a warning, and his rifle came up. 

			Already charging, seeking to close ground, Sam flung his blade forward. The knife drove itself up to the hilt into the sentry’s throat. Blood spurted from the wound as the rebel choked and sank to his knees. 

			The other guard turned to watch his friend fall, his face registering shock before he wheeled around to face the legionnaire crashing full-speed through the undergrowth, but he turned too late.

			Sam drove his elbow into the guard’s nose, shattering it. He pulled the blade from the dying rebel’s throat and slammed it up through the other guard’s jaw, pinning his mouth shut. He slipped around behind the rebel, clamped his hand over his mouth, and snapped his neck with a vicious wrench.

			The two deaths had been fast and brutal, but most importantly, they had been undetected. 

			Sam looked down at the corpses. In times like these he found himself detaching from reality. Drifting away from the things that he was ordering his body to do. He took no pleasure in death. He didn’t relish the idea of sticking another living being like he had, but the decision to do just that had been a simple one. It was him or them. 

			He moved on, keeping low to the ground as he hastened for the armada of vehicles now between him and Sola. 

			He could hear her being jeered at. Mocked. It nauseated him. Female captives were rarely treated with respect. 

			He had to hurry.

			He crouched down at the side of a small truck mounted with a heavy blaster cannon. It marked the farthest point he could reach without stepping out into the open.

			“Am I good?” he asked over L-comm.

			“Yeah, you’re clear,” answered Bean. “Sola… not so much.”

			As Sam crept to the edge of the truck, trying to get eyes on Sola, he heard a familiar voice from her direction. 

			“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” 

			Sam peered around the truck. Standing in front of Sola was the officer who’d worked him over back in that alley. The officer whose face Fenra had carved up with her wicked claws. His face was bandaged, but his sneering tone was unchanged. 

			“A Conongan scout sneaking around our perimeter?” he said, looking down at Sola. “A soldier maybe? You’re not exactly… dressed for the part.”

			The rebels around him hooted and laughed. 

			The man stepped to one side, and Sam got his first good look at Sola. Her clothing was tattered and pulled away; many hands had already been at her before this officer came in to take control of the situation. Her face was mottled and red; soon, no doubt, bruises would begin to form, but she looked as defiant as ever.

			Sam had an idea. An insane idea, but it might just get both him and Sola out of here.

			And yet… only a few vehicles to the south, the massive truck with the green tarp draped over it sat begging to be investigated. Calling him away. Reminding him that the reason Sola was captured was because they agreed they needed to know what secrets lay under that covering. 

			“Troy. Bean. You still have eyes on me?”

			“Yes, Sergeant.”

			“Good. Get down here and take up a firing position at my location. One of you get on this truck’s mounted gun, the other support with small arms. And be ready to start the rig up.”

			“That’s what I’m talking about,” said Bean.

			Sam appreciated the mettle of his legionnaires. “Open up on the rebels as soon as you get here. I’ll grab Sola, and we’ll use the vehicle to escape. Go now.”

			“Roger that,” Troy said. 

			Sam didn’t waste time watching to make sure his leejes reached his position. Not with things escalating with Sola and the green-skinned commander, and not while he needed to get a look underneath that tarp. He started toward the covered truck.

			“I’m not a soldier,” Sola shouted at the officer. “Or a mercenary bottom-feeder like you!”

			Sam didn’t think Sola was doing herself any favors, but her reply was more or less what he would have said in her situation. 

			“You know nothing about me, Conongan trash!” The commander slapped Sola and drew a curved blade from his belt. It looked more like a hook than a knife. “And you know nothing about the purpose I serve.”

			“Then enlighten me,” Sola said spitting a mouthful of blood to the side. She was held down, on her knees, with a rebel soldier on either side holding back her arms. Talking was about all she was capable of doing. And breathing. Though neither of those capabilities seemed guaranteed for long. Not with the way things were going.

			“I serve a greater purpose.” The commander opened his arms, stretching them out to encompass the entirety of the base and the rebels within. “A purpose these men understand. The Republic’s ‘democracy’ will weaken the nation of Cononga, and with it, the entire planet. People are too stupid to make decisions by themselves. They’re a flock of foolish animals that need direction. No, the people of Cononga need to be united under one ruler.”

			“Sounds like slavery to me,” Sola said, keeping her eyes on the commander.

			As Sam reached the truck, he caught just a glimpse of something large and gray flashing in the jungle. Fenra was alive. That changed things. 

			He looked behind him. Troy and Bean were already setting up shop on the back of the vehicle. 

			Things were about to get crazy, and before that happened, he was going to see what was underneath that tarp.

			He untied a cord from the tarp’s eyelet and lifted the canvas up to peer inside. It was dark, and none of his bucket’s vision modes—infrared, thermal, digital echolocation mapping—revealed the full picture, but they provided enough for him to piece things together.

			It wasn’t good. 

			



		

Chapter 19 

			The largest cannon Sam had ever seen was in pieces in the back of the truck. He couldn’t be sure of its strength without knowing its energy source, but any weapon of this size had to be powerful. The barrel alone was big enough for him to crawl inside. 

			He captured several images of the weapon with his bucket. Maybe Captain Zeno would have a better idea of what this thing was. 

			As he popped back out from beneath the tarp, he heard shouting.

			“There’s another one!” one of the rebels yelled. 

			Fenra’s massive frame was too large not to be seen. The hulking lyconlore had apparently been rummaging through a supply truck when she was spotted. How she’d even gotten that far without being noticed was a mystery. Stealth could only do so much for you when you were an eight-foot-tall furry beast. 

			It didn’t matter. The three legionnaires were about to have been spotted anyway. Troy and Bean had set up in the back of the technical truck, with Bean standing at the heavy blaster cannon in the truck bed and Troy standing beside him, hefting his old belt-fed machine gun. The pair of legionnaires unleashed a scorching rate of fire that sent the base into immediate chaos. All around, rebel soldiers dove for cover or were torn to shreds. 

			It’s now or never. Time to rock and roll. 

			Sam sprinted toward Sola. He didn’t bother with cover now, running right among the rebels who were frantically seeking cover. Most seemed terrified at the appearance of another legionnaire; likely they believed that their base was under a coordinated Legion assault, but one drew a blaster pistol and attempted to line Sam up in his sights. 

			Sam was a ghost, darting in and sidestepping the weapon. He grabbed the rebel’s wrist, twisting it until he heard a pop and saw the weapon drop to the ground. That was followed up by a helmeted head-butt that sent the rebel down in a heap. 

			Sam stooped to retrieve the blaster and continued toward Sola.

			The element of surprise was still on their side, but Sam had been in enough fights to know that that advantage was quickly fading. In seconds, the rebels would determine where the fire was coming from and how many were in the opposition. Then they’d rally, and with the numbers advantage they enjoyed, the return fire would surely overwhelm the steady clip Troy and Bean were laying down. 

			Sam skidded to a halt before Sola. “Hey, thought you could use a hand,” he said with a grin.

			She clearly needed no help. One of her captors had been riddled by Troy’s fire, and she had seized the opportunity to neutralize the other rebel. She stood over his still body holding his weapon. The green alien officer was nowhere to be seen.

			“Hey yourself,” she said, sounding every bit as sore as her battered face suggested. Still, she managed to smirk back behind her split lip. “Good timing.”

			“Kill them!” shouted a voice from behind a nearby collection of shipping containers. The aline officer. “Kill them now!”

			All the rebels within earshot turned and leveled their rifles at Sam and Sola, even as they hid behind whatever they could find to stay out of Troy and Bean’s scorching fire. 

			“Move!” shouted Sam. 

			As he and Sola zipped toward the vehicles, traces of blaster fire smacked the earth behind them. It would only take a second before one of those bolts found its target. They weren’t going to make it.

			But ahead of them, Fenra appeared on top of a truck holding a compact anti-personnel grenade launcher. The huge weapon looked almost like a toy on her massive shoulder. With a roar she sent two rocket-assisted grenades zipping through the air, leaving a thin line of white smoke in their wake. 

			Shrapnel flew at the rebel forces, who dove for cover. 

			The enemy fire subsided, but it didn’t go away completely. Yellow blaster fire still charred the ground all around them.

			Sam suddenly felt like someone had shoved a burning hot poker in his left butt cheek, through his armor and into his skin. He’d been hit.

			He stumbled, but Sola grabbed him, keeping him from falling. “C’mon, Leej!” 

			They were close to Troy and Bean’s position. Troy had nearly depleted his belt of ammunition, but his rate of fire didn’t slow. “Get some!” he screamed.

			A chest-thumping explosion knocked both Sola and Sam to the ground. Sam quickly shook off his disorientation, gave himself a once-over, and began crawling toward Sola on hands and knees.

			“You all right?” Bean asked over L-comm.

			“Yeah. Grenade?”

			“Close one!”

			Sola, who didn’t have the luxury of Legion armor, was fishing a piece of shrapnel from her bleeding arm. She yanked out a two-centimeter-long sliver of metal, causing her blood to flow even more freely. Sam quickly pulled a skinpack from his webbing and slapped it over the wound. Sola didn’t make so much as a whimper during the entire ordeal, brief though it was. 

			Sam pulled her to her feet, and the two of them ran the remaining twenty yards to the truck. 

			“I’m out!” Troy shouted over comm. “Gonna fire up the engines and get us out of here!” 

			But before he’d even finished talking, Fenra leaped across a vehicle, landed just in front of the truck, and darted into the driver’s seat. A second later, the decrepit combustion engine roared to life. Either someone had left the keys in the ignition, or Fenra hotwired the thing like a professional car thief. Sam guessed the latter was more likely.

			“Get in, get in!” Bean shouted between bursts on the blaster cannon. 

			Sam shoved Sola into the back of the truck, but as he attempted to follow her, with one foot still on the ground and the other on the bumper, Fenra stomped on the gas. Sam’s legs spread into a split, and he found himself holding on and being dragged.

			Thankfully Bean caught sight of his predicament and stopped firing long enough to grab Sam’s hand and yank him aboard. “I got you, Sarge!”

			“Thanks!” Sam picked off a rebel shooter with his newly acquired blaster pistol as he ran to the front of the truck. He slammed a fist on the roof of the cab. “Full speed, Fenra! Don’t stop!”

			Yellow blaster fire chased the fleeing vehicle like a shower of rain. Its sides were plated against energy weapons, and the blaster bolts ricocheted after a resounding dunk—but the men atop the vehicle were not similarly shielded. That vulnerability became instantly apparent when the sound of the blaster cannon ceased and Bean went down with a grunt.

			“Bean!” Troy yelled.

			Sam turned to see Bean grabbing his shoulder and writhing in pain on the truck bed. “Get on that gun!” he ordered Troy.

			Troy was up in an instant, coupling the heavy repeater to a new pack and pulling back the charge engage. He squeezed the trigger and didn’t let go, lost in the fog of war. “Come on! Come on!” 

			“Stop encouraging them!” Sola shouted back. 

			Fenra drove exactly like you’d expect an eight-foot lyconlore to drive. She wheeled madly around vehicles and blasted right through everything else in her path, whether supply crates or fleeing rebels. The bouncing and rocking nearly threw Sam out of the pickup bed. It made getting a shot on target exceedingly difficult.

			And then she shot out of the camp and sped down a wide jungle supply road.

			They weren’t out of the woods yet. Despite the chaos at the base, three rebel vehicles were already in pursuit. Still, he took the opportunity to check on his wounded leej. 

			“Bean! You all right?” 

			Blood was oozing out of Bean’s shoulder. The blaster bolt had sent fragments of his expensive new legionnaire armor through the synthprene undersuit and into his flesh.

			Bean looked over at the wound, holding the wounded arm close to his chest. “I’ll be fine. Get me back up.”

			It was clear he was injured far worse than what he was admitting, but Sam understood. Right now, there was no time for a legionnaire to be hurt. If you could fight, you fought. 

			“My man.” Sam yanked Bean to a sitting position. 

			The truck bounced so hard it sent them all a few inches into the air. As they slammed back down on the metal bed, Sam bit his tongue, hard, sending a spray of blood into his mouth. 

			Sam looked back at the pursuing vehicles. There were three of them, though they were troop transports, not designed to keep up with the lighter technical. Still, their drivers knew these roads, these turns, and they were managing to keep pace. Rebel gunners leaned out passenger windows firing heavy repeater rifles at them. So far, their fire was wild and undisciplined—more of a threat to the clouds than their targets—but all it took was one lucky shot. Bean was proof of that. 

			Troy’s blaster cannon went quiet.

			“Get the gun back in the fight!” Sam shouted. He was using his pistol to try and pick off the driver of one of the pursuing trucks—with no success. Fenra wasn’t making it easy to line up anything approaching a decent shot.

			“About that, Sarge…” Troy said from behind the blaster cannon. “You want the bad news or the worse news? Because there’s nothing good in this scenario.”

			Sam looked up and saw the barrel of the weapon smoking red hot. The conduit connecting it to its charge pack had melted into a plastic slag. “Pretty sure I got an idea about what the worse news is.” He shook his head. “All right, help me look through what else is on this truck. Maybe there’s something we can use.”

			It would have been nice if one of those crates or burlap-wrapped bundles contained an aero-precision launcher. Sam was getting tired of wasting blaster depletions on near-impossible shots. If only he had an N-4 with spare packs, those drivers would be full of holes and their trucks would be overturned on the side of the road.

			Yeah. Wish in one hand…

			“So what was the bad news, then?” Sola asked. She was taking shots at their pursuers with her Raptor 210, and her aim and luck didn’t seem to be any better than Sam’s. 

			“That white bar of chow you fed us for breakfast went right through me. I really gotta go.” 

			There was something about the absolute seriousness of Troy’s delivery that cut through everything for a brief, surreal moment. Bean was the first to laugh, though it was clear the effort pained him. Then Troy began to sputter out quick, snorting laughs of his own. Sola and Sam followed. There were times when the universe went to hell in a coffin and all you could do was laugh. 

			A yellow blaster bolt struck the top of the cab and dropped a shower of sparks. Fenra swerved, sending everyone sliding to one side. The motion dropped Bean from his propped-up sitting position to the deck, where he stayed. 

			That snapped them all back to reality. 

			Sam cracked open a crate containing a green metal case. The case was painted with a black skull and the words, “Caution: Vibro Shields. Do Not Activate Until Removed From Packaging.”

			“Troy!” he yelled. “Help me get these out!”

			Blaster fire scorching the air all around them, they threw back the heavy black clasps and opened the case.

			Sam and Troy looked inside, then exchanged a smile.

			“Yeah,” said Sam. “I think we can use these.”

			



		

Chapter 20

			The vibro shields were designed to attach to the wearer’s forearm. They were sleek—matte black with a green control system—if a bit bulky. They reminded Sam of some of the older Legion tech.

			“You familiar with these?” Troy asked. 

			“Sort of.” Sam picked one up. “Not the name, but it’s just a type of vambrace.” He slipped one over his left forearm. It fit snugly around the armor. “They fit like this.”

			Troy lifted one out and attached it. “Why’s a shield got three buttons on it?” 

			“Your guess is as good as mine.” Sam scanned the buttons. “But hey, they came in a box with a skull, so they’ve got to be good.”

			The buttons were red, blue, and green. Guessing the green button would be the least likely to kill him, Sam pressed it.

			A blue, oval energy shield popped up from the vambrace, large enough to cover him from shins to shoulders—and since he wasn’t standing up, the bottom of the shield pressed against the truck bed, thrusting his arm up over his head. The thing felt as real and solid as any physical shield Sam had ever come across. On the right side was a square opening where a rifle or blaster could fit. 

			Troy tapped the green button on his own vambrace, and another shield appeared. “Cool,” he said with a broad grin.

			On one knee, Sam found he could cover both himself and Sola. Troy did the same for Bean.

			“How many grenades we got left?” Sam shouted. “Give what we’ve got to Sola!”

			They’d found the shields at an opportune time. The road smoothed out a bit here, aiding the rebels’ aim. A yellow blaster bolt struck Sam’s shield directly—and pinged right off. Not so much as a tremor raced up his arm. These things must have some kind of shock-absorbing feature, he thought. This was impressive tech. Core-world stuff.

			As Sola holstered her blaster and gathered the grenades the leejes handed her, Fenra leaned her head out the window and roared something. Her gray fur pressed against her skull as the wind raced over her. 

			“What’s she saying?” Sam yelled.

			“She said we’re running out of road!” Sola shouted. “We’ve got to make this quick!”

			Sam didn’t dare chance a look over the cab to see just how much time they had. He did, however, notice that the jungle that pressed in on either side was beginning to thin. They had to be closing in on the water. 

			“Toss those fraggers!”

			Yellow blaster fire traced a line across Sam’s and Troy’s shields, but the bolts dissipated as soon as they made contact. The only aftereffect was a tiny ripple that slowly faded. 

			“Here we go!” Sola shouted, lobbing the first grenade. 

			The fragger bounced on the road once, twice, and then got stuck in the grille of the first truck. 

			Sam’s eyes went wide. “Well, what are the odds—”

			The grenade exploded. Black smoke lifted to the sky as red and orange flames licked the cab from the engine. The driver swerved wildly, throwing the gunner right over the side. As the vehicle plowed off the road and out of control into the jungle, still trailing flames, the next truck in line rolled right over the helpless gunner.

			Already Sola had tossed a second and third grenade. The two resulting explosions enveloped the remaining pursuers in a cloud of shrapnel, shredding tires and perforating fluid lines. The trucks stalled out and slowed. It wasn’t as dramatic as what happened to the first truck, but more effective. Those vehicles were dead in the road, blocking any other vehicles that might attempt pursuit.

			Fenra stomped on the gas, and they careened around a tight curve. Troy fell against Sam, and when their shields hit one another, they sent a shower of sparks into the air. 

			“My bad,” Troy said, righting himself. He turned to his injured friend. “You going to make it, Bean?”

			The legionnaire only lolled his head and let out a weak sigh through his external comm.

			They ran out of road about a klick later. Fenra stopped the truck and hopped out. There was no water in sight. Apparently they’d have to walk the rest of the way to the boat.

			“Can she help with Bean?” Sam asked Sola, nodding at Fenra.

			“You should ask her.”

			Sam removed his helmet and looked up at the gray-furred creature earnestly. “Will you help us get him back to the ship, Fenra?”

			The lyconlore seemed pleased to be asked this. She gave a toothy grin that passed for a smile, then gingerly picked up Bean and hoisted him over one shoulder. The legionnaire’s arms and legs dangled limply, and thin droplets of blood dripped off of Bean’s gauntleted hand.

			Sola jumped from the truck and jogged into the jungle vegetation. “I’ll get the boat fired up. Fenra knows the way.”

			“What should we do with these?” Troy asked, gesturing to the crate of vambraces. 

			There was no way Sam was leaving these behind. Not after he’d witnessed how useful they could be under direct fire. He grabbed one side of the heavy green box.

			“Ugh! This thing weighs a ton,” he grunted.

			“Sarge, these things can fit on our arms. They can’t weigh that much.”

			“Yeah, well, the case they’re in must be made of duracrete then.”

			He hopped off the back of the truck, and together he and Troy pulled the heavy case to the truck’s tailgate. As Sam was debating whether to bring the whole case or to just grab whatever they could move quickly with, Fenra stepped up beside them and, with Bean still dangling from her massive shoulder, lifted the case as if it weighed no more than a white meal bar. 

			“Whoa.” Sam shook his head in disbelief at Fenra’s strength. “You sure you can hump all that back to the boat?” 

			The lyconlore hooted an affirmative and set off on the path Sola had blazed.

			Troy stretched his back. “If I was eight feet tall and weighed five hundred pounds, I’d be able to lift it too. Just sayin’.”

			As they followed Fenra through the jungle, Sam kept his blaster in hand. His charge pack wasn’t completely spent, but it was close. He’d have to be extremely careful in his decision-making. 

			Soon the sound of the decrepit boat’s engines thrummed from up ahead, followed by Sola’s voice. 

			“Let’s go! Let’s go!” she shouted. “We got company!”

			They tore through the undergrowth and sprinted right into the cold river water, sloshing wildly toward the boat as if being chased by more monk eels. Looking over his shoulder, Sam saw a cloud of dirt being kicked up very close by. Someone was coming. The rebels must have cleared the roadblock—or managed a way around it through the jungle itself. 

			Fenra tossed the case of vambraces inside the boat before hauling herself up with one hand while cradling Bean in the other like a mother carrying her young. Once on board, she extended a paw to Sam, who accepted it with a silent prayer of thanks to the tech in his helmet that filtered out things like the scent of wet lyconlores. 

			A high-pitched whine sounded from the jungle as a large, beat-up industrial vehicle on repulsors came crashing through the trees. It held two extending arms out in front of it, with a high-powered laser between them, and that beam was cutting through the jungle vegetation like a wire through cheese, toppling trees and cutting down bushes. 

			Sola backed the boat out of its makeshift dock and slammed the throttle on full. Trucks arrived right on the heels of the jungle thresher, and rebels poured out. 

			Sam dropped three of them with three well-aimed shots. That was all his charge pack had left. “Anybody got any more grenades?” 

			Fenra reached into her fur and threw him a black grenade with an old-fashioned pin and depressor. 

			“I’m not even going to ask where you pulled this from,” Sam said.

			He yanked the pin and lobbed the grenade. It sailed in a perfect arc and landed in the midst of a clump of rebels kneeling down to fire at them from the riverbank. The explosion eviscerated them and sent several more scattering back into the jungle, or leaping into the river, to avoid any subsequent attacks. They didn’t know that was the legionnaires’ last grenade, and there wasn’t time for them to find out. Sola was already coaxing the Hawk downriver, and in seconds they were beyond the reach of enemy weapons fire. 

			Sam immediately went to check on Bean. Troy was already with him. Both of the legionnaires had removed their helmets, and twin sheets of sweat covered their faces. Across Bean’s was a look of controlled pain. Sam was just happy to see the man was conscious.

			“I wish we had something to give you, brother,” Sam said, crouching down and taking another look at the wound. There was no way of knowing how bad it really was until Bean was out of kit. “We’ll be back soon, and Doc will you fix you right up.”

			“Oh yeah, you’ll get the good stuff,” Troy said, grinning. “Sometimes I just want to hurt myself to get some. Not—not that I would ever actually do that, Sarge.”

			“You’ve got problems, Troy,” Sam said. 

			



		

Chapter 21

			Sam stood with Captain Zeno and Private Moon in their informal “briefing room”—actually just a corner of the palace grounds near the front gate. The trip back had taken all day, and once again the sun was falling below the horizon. Sam’s stomach growled with pure determination that food would be in its immediate future. 

			“What did it look like exactly?” Private Moon asked with large eyes. The leej tech had grown agitated upon hearing Sam’s report. “I mean, I need dimensions, anything that looked familiar. Was it energy-powered or some older technology?”

			“I’m telling you all I saw,” Sam repeated, frustrated. 

			He’d reported to Captain Zeno the moment they’d returned to Noi, and though he knew this debriefing was of primary importance, he wanted to be with Troy and Bean, making sure the wounded leej would be all right. 

			Captain Zeno took control of the discussion. “It was a massive cannon, large enough for Sergeant Samson to fit inside. Big enough that it required disassembly in order to be moved.”

			Sam offered a bit of speculation. “If I had to guess… I’d say it was energy-powered.”

			“Why would they want to transport a weapon like that here?” Moon asked. 

			“Why do you think?” Sam shot back, a bit more acidly than he’d intended. 

			“Something as big as what Sergeant Samson is describing,” Captain Zeno said, rubbing the side of his jaw, “is very bad news. Hard to defend a city when the attacking force is capable of just bringing it all to the ground—which they’ve already shown they’re willing to do. We’ll have to make it our main priority to neutralize it, or our objective is already lost.” 

			He paused, considering. “They’ll have to reconstruct it somewhere. That’ll be our best chance. We take it out on arrival to that location or as it’s being built. I’ll see about putting together some scouts to catch it early. By the time it’s here, it’ll already be too late.” 

			Sam nodded. “Agreed, sir.”

			“Good. Now it’s our turn to fill you in, Sergeant.” Captain Zeno faced the tech. “Moon, tell Sergeant Samson what you told me about the rebel’s bio-weapon.”

			“Yes, sir,” Moon said. “I—”

			“And make it the short version, Private.”

			Moon nodded. “Right. The short version. Well… basically, I’ve figured out how to operate the weapon, and I’ve extracted a bit of the gas form of the chemical and tested it. Our buckets will filter it out. We’ll be safe.”

			“Wait,” Sam said, confused. “Safe from what? Are you—we’re not seriously considering using the thing?”

			“I have President Gen evacuating the city now,” Captain Zeno said with a morbid look in his one good eye. “We’ll show them just how much the Legion can KTF. I swear to Oba I’m going to send more than my share of those rebel scum to their graves.”

			Sam had never witnessed this darker side of the captain. He wasn’t sure what to say. 

			“You’re dismissed, Private Moon,” Captain Zeno said. “Thank you.”

			“Sir!” Moon said with a sharp salute and walked away. 

			Captain Zeno crossed his arms and looked over the palace courtyard where the Cononga militia trained under the watchful eye of two legionnaires. “You did well, Samson. You got the intel we needed and your men back in one piece.”

			That was technically true, but Sam didn’t feel particularly good about what had happened to Bean under his watch. “Doc’s looking after Private Rivera now,” he said. “I should go check in on him.”

			“Soon.” Captain Zeno turned his gaze from the courtyard to Sam. “You estimated four hundred rebels?”

			“Maybe a little more. Definitely not less.” Sam let the report hang in the air before adding, “Sir, their weapons worry me more than the number, and not just that big cannon. They’re equipped with military-grade rifles and armor. They have grenades. They’re not Legion capable, but against the Cononga militia…”

			“Four hundred well-armed rebels against two hundred poorly trained Cononga militia would be a slaughter, but four hundred well-armed rebels against two hundred poorly trained Cononga militia and the Iron Wolves…” Captain Zeno gave a twisted grin. “I like our odds, Sergeant. Even if we are fighting with weapons left over from the Savage Wars.”

			“What are the chances the militia just break and run when the fighting gets bloody?” Sam asked. It was a question that had been bothering him since they decided to take on the fight. “Because four hundred against just the Iron Wolves… you can’t like those odds, sir.”

			“All men are capable of great things when their homes are threatened.” 

			There was a grim knowing in the captain’s voice. Like he’d experienced such things first-hand. 

			Sam waited a beat to see if his captain had anything more to add before saying, “Sola estimates that the rebels could arrive outside the city by tomorrow night if they started marching on our heels. Maybe the next morning if we’re lucky.” 

			Captain Zeno nodded. “That’ll give me plenty of time to show you what Privates Biel and Hall have pulled together. I’m impressed. They had to get creative, but they pulled it off. Weapons for everyone. They vary widely—no swapping of charge packs or ammo if things get dire—but no one’s fighting empty-handed.”

			“I’m glad to hear it, sir.”

			“Get some hot chow and then meet me in the palace museum. I want your help getting the squad optimized for defense.”

			“Yes, sir.” Sam wanted only one thing more than to run off and find food. “Permission to visit Rivera first?”

			“Certainly.” Captain Zeno looked out to the horizon, behind which the sun had just dropped. “I’ll meet you there in an hour and ten.”

			“Thank you, sir.” 

			* * *

			Sola and Fenra stood waiting by the palace’s entrance. Even at a distance, with his helmet off, Sam could smell the lyconlore’s rank fur at full force. His eyes watered. 

			Sola smiled as he approached. “Why are you crying?” she asked. “Bean is going to pull through.”

			“No—I’m not—it’s just…” Sam took a chance and placed a hand on Fenra’s hulking shoulder. The big lyconlore didn’t recoil or show any aggression. “I’m saying this as a friend, Fenra. You really need to do something about your personal hygiene. Something more than filing your nails into daggers. A bath. Better yet, maybe some kind of chemical wash.”

			Fenra looked down at Sam with predatory yellow eyes. Her expression made it abundantly clear that she could squash him in a heartbeat. 

			Sam questioned the wisdom of his actions. Keenly aware that his hand was still on her shoulder, he quickly pulled it away.

			Finally, Fenra bared her sharp teeth in a snarling grin and growled something.

			“She says she’ll take it under consideration,” Sola said with a laugh. “But that she likes the smell.”

			“Right,” Sam said, awkwardly clapping his hands in front of him. “So… you two evacuating with the rest of the civilians? Captain Zeno said the president ordered the city to be emptied.”

			“We’re not going anywhere,” Sola said, patting the Raptor 210 on her hip. “This little baby wants to be the last thing a few more rebels hear before they enter the next life.”

			“Really?” Sam spoke without thinking. “Did the president offer you more money or something?”

			Sola’s demeanor immediately changed. Her face formed a furious scowl that rivaled one of Captain Zeno’s. “You think all this is to me is money?” 

			Fenra wisely tiptoed away, shaking her head at Sam in disappointment. 

			Sam knew better than to answer a question phrased like that. So he just waited.

			“Some of us would fight for the money,” Sola said. “Not all of us have our meals taken care of, but that’s not me. I’m staying for these people. My people, who would be ruled by a dictator if someone doesn’t stand up and fight. It’s about stopping bullies who think they can get whatever they want if enough bodies lie bloodied in their wake.”

			Sam held up his hands. “I didn’t mean it like that.” He tried desperately to think of the right words. “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about this. It was wrong of me to assume. I’m sorry.”

			Sola slowly unclenched her fists. “No, I’m sorry. I… overreacted.” She looked out at the dimming horizon. “I need sleep, and Fenra does need a bath. She’s giving me a headache. Props to you for telling her that and living, by the way. She decapitated the last person who brought up the way she smelled.”

			Sam wasn’t sure if that was true, but he believed it was certainly plausible.

			“Anyway, I’m going to grab some sleep,” Sola said. “I’ll see you around.”

			There was a brief moment when Sam felt he could say something more. A moment when his eyes caught hers and the possibility of what could be flashed between them, but Sergeant Samson was a legionnaire first and an Iron Wolf last, and the in-between had room for nothing except KTF. 

			“Sleep well,” he said. 

			



		

Chapter 22

			“I can do it without the pain meds, Doc. I’m telling you.” 

			Bean hadn’t stopped hectoring Doc Dobson about his tolerance for pain, despite the charred red piece of flesh that used to be his shoulder. 

			Doc pointed an accusing finger at his patient. “You shut up. You came in here half-alive at best, and your arm has so many pieces of armor jutting from it that it looks like the back end of a wormump.”

			Bean rolled his eyes, looking at Sam for an assist. “Sergeant, tell him to save the meds for someone who really needs it when the fighting starts. I’m good, man. Don’t feel nothin’.”

			Sam shrugged. “His loss, right, Doc?”

			Dobson frowned, but he set down the packet of numbing gel. “Fine, but at least take a few swallows of this Conongan rice wine to dull things. Pulling all these fragments out isn’t exactly going to tickle.”

			Bean chugged down several large gulps from the proffered canteen. He was clearly not at all averse to this kind of numbing agent.

			“Take it easy, Private Rivera,” Sam said, sitting down at the edge of his bed. “I don’t want you drunk, or hung over, when the fighting starts.”

			Bean pulled the canteen away from his lips and let out a satisfied sigh. “My tolerance for pain is equaled only by my tolerance for alcohol, Sarge.”

			Sam smiled, then turned to Dobson. “How’s it look?”

			Forceps in hand, Dobson moved in to remove the first shard of ruined armor. “A wound like this would definitely get him a Purple Heart. Not gonna put in for the Order of the Centurion, though. He’ll be all right.”

			“I already got a Purple Heart,” Bean said.

			Dobson gave a wry smile. “What Iron Wolf doesn’t?” He plucked out a nasty-looking shard of splintered armor.

			“Ow!” shouted Bean.

			“I told you!” Dobson chided, patting a fresh flow of blood with an absorb-cloth.

			Bean composed himself. “No, it’s fine, keep going. Just… surprised me is all.”

			“Uh-huh.” The doctor pulled another piece from Bean’s battered shoulder. This time the legionnaire only grimaced.

			While he waited, Sam decided to try the local rice wine. He tilted the canteen back, taking a big mouthful—then sprayed the liquid across the room. 

			“Watch it, Sergeant!” Dobson shouted. “This is supposed to be a sterile operating room.”

			“Sorry.” Sam grimaced. “That’s horrible. It tastes like the back end of a skunk rat. It’s like some kind of punishment.”

			Bean was grinning now despite Doc going back to work on his shoulder. “You should see your face, Sarge!” He laughed and grimaced at the same time. “Poor Troy, you sprayed that stuff all over his bunk!”

			“Well, blame it on Doc for bringing that garbage into my presence.”

			“Thanks,” muttered Dobson.

			Sam rose from his seat, the canteen still in his hand. “I’m going to grab some chow, then check on our makeshift armory. I’ll see you Wolves later.”

			Still focusing on his patient, Dobson said, “Chow’s set up in the kitchen. Two rights and your first left from here.” 

			Sam nodded and moved for the door.

			“And stay away from the gray stuff!” Dobson called after him. “It tastes worse than what’s in that canteen you’re stealing.”

			“Thanks for the tip,” Sam said as he left the room. 

			He heard Bean’s voice fading behind him. “Did you see his face when he spit that out? It was the funniest thing since Troy lit himself…”

			As Sam followed Doc’s directions to the chow, he lifted the canteen to his lips and took a long swig. Yeah, it tasted awful, and it felt like fire racing down his throat, but liquor was liquor, and he’d had worse. The Legion showed you the galaxy… and all the sundry drinks it had to offer. 

			Two more swigs and Sam was feeling a little light-headed. He kicked himself for failing to follow his own advice. Time to stop. You’re being too damn impulsive. Again.

			The kitchen was a massive room with rolling tables set with cutlery. A pantry to one side was stuffed with enough food to feed an army. Certainly enough to satiate a squad of hungry Iron Wolves.

			“No! No! That’s not right at all!”

			The voice belonged to Lyn, who, Sam was amused to see, was sporting a white apron. He was giving instruction to a broad-shouldered chef with a stern demeanor. 

			“We need food ready around the clock,” Lyn said. “Legionnaires are hungry at all hours of the day.” He spotted Sam and waved him over. “Case in point—here is Sergeant Samson. He’s here now and he needs food before he goes back out there. I need meals that are quick and easy for these men. They’re fighting for you, after all.”

			The chef nodded and stepped away to bark orders at his crew. 

			Sam was impressed to see the Senate liaison pitching in in this way—especially considering he was aiding a cause he knew was neither authorized nor desired by the Republic. Maybe Sam had misjudged the man.

			“We’ll have something for you in a moment, Sergeant,” Lyn said. He paused, raised an eyebrow, and gave Sam a wry smile. “Are you quite all right, Sergeant Samson? Have you been drinking?”

			“I’m fine.” Sam put the canteen down. He was more hungry now than thirsty anyway. “But I really don’t have much time. I have to meet the captain.”

			“Of course.” Lyn gestured for Sam to take a seat. “It really will be hardly any time at all.”

			“Thanks,” Sam said. He eased himself down onto a stool. “You surprise me, Lyn. How come you’re so calm about all this?”

			“All of what?”

			“Breaking direct orders of the Senate, and all the penalties that come with it. I always figured you for a Senatorial yes-man.” Sam blurted out the reply more bluntly than he’d meant to. He really should have taken it easier on the alcohol.

			“Well,” said Lyn, sounding as though he’d expected this conversation to come up for some time—and had rehearsed his part of it in front of a mirror at least half a dozen times—“I do work for the Senate, not the House of Reason.” He said this last bit with an obvious undercurrent of disdain. “And I’m a representative, not a ‘point.’ I’m in this line of work because, believe it or not, I actually care what happens to these planets on the fringe of the galaxy.”

			Sam wasn’t sure he bought all that, but there was no need for him to reply one way or the other. Lyn was on a roll, excitedly going on about the history of the Republic’s successful folding of new worlds into its collective…

			The chef reappeared with a broad smile and a bowl of noodles mixed with some kind of meat, vegetables, and sauce. 

			“Thanks,” Sam said. He grabbed a two-pronged fork from the table and stabbed a piece of quivering pink meat almost the instant it was served to him. The meat oozed where the prongs had skewered it, and it slid back off into the pile of shining noodles. “… I think.”

			Sam dug in despite his reservations about the pink meat—he’d eat anything put in front of him as long as it wasn’t moving, and if it was still moving, he’d eat that too. He’d just kill it first.

			The chef stood by, wringing his hands in anticipation as Sam chewed. Flavors exploded in his mouth like fireworks at a Republic Day celebration. The dish was a perfect mix of sweet and spicy. 

			“This is great,” he said, looking up at the chef with a grin, noodles hanging from his mouth. 

			The chef positively beamed. “I’m glad you like it. It is a great honor to serve a member of the Iron Wolves.” He turned to a rolling serving cart and poured Sam a large glass of amber liquid. “Dragon juice. Please drink.”

			Sam eyed the tall glass suspiciously before deciding to jump right in. “You haven’t done me wrong yet.” 

			The chef watched Sam down the entire glass and then gave him a refill before returning to work with an unmistakably content smile.

			Sam realized that throughout this exchange, Lyn had not for a moment ceased talking. He had apparently moved on from Republic history to his innermost thoughts—namely his heavy heart about the current situation. Sam wondered if the man was going to go ahead and have himself a good cry right on the spot.

			Bleeding hearts. 

			“If it were up to me,” Lyn said, “I’d have had Cononga sign the document right away. I’d have the entire Legion here to give them support, but of course, the president wanted to wait for the official ceremony to sign, and now my orders are the same as yours.”

			“Yeah, and you’re obeying them about as well as I am.”

			“Oh, no!” Lyn said, as if scandalized by the idea that he was not following orders. “I haven’t done anything outside of my operating parameters. Though I want to. Desperately. I want to help these people, and yet we’re supposed to be standing down, waiting to see what happens, and we both know what will happen.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “These people can’t stand up to what’s coming. What am I supposed to do?”

			“Looks like you’re already doing it,” Sam said through a mouthful of food. “You’ve already made your choice, but you don’t see it yet.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“You said you haven’t done anything to violate your mission parameters? Then tell me when you linked up with Major Roy to let him know what Captain Zeno is planning.”

			Lyn’s face went pale. He stepped back, clearly worried that a physical confrontation was forthcoming. “No! I never did that. I would never—”

			“Relax,” Sam said, slurping up a noodle. He could go for another bowl or two of this stuff. “I know you haven’t. That’s my point. You’re supposed to prevent something like what we’re doing from happening, but here you are, actually helping us. Before long you’ll be grabbing a weapon to defend these people.”

			“What? Me?” Lyn shook his head. “No, I’m no soldier. I don’t know how to fight.”

			“You’ll find a way,” Sam said, a prophet speaking to a land on the brink of war. He scooped up the last of his meal. It was time to go. “Where I come from, we have a saying: ‘A man can’t live with each foot in a different world.’ I was wrong about you, Lyn. When it comes down to it, you’ll do what you can to help us. I know it.”

			Lyn’s mouth hung open as if he were trying to wrap his mind around this revelation. 

			“I’ll leave you to think about that,” Sam said, standing. He held out his empty bowl. “Hey, you think I can get another bowl to go?”

			



		

Chapter 23

			“After we run through the weapons check, we have a strategy briefing with President Gen and Colonel Minh,” Captain Zeno said. He gave Sam a level stare. “And then I need you to get a shower and get some rest.” 

			“Sir?”

			That hardly seemed like a priority to Sam. Not with all that needed to be done to prepare for the rebels’ attack.

			“You need the sleep, Sergeant, and the rest of us need you to take a shower. You smell part-lyconlore.”

			Sam grinned. He was filthy from head to foot, his skin streaked with sweat and his armor streaked with everything from mud to blood. “Sir, not to disobey orders, but I’d rather not sleep after I clean up. The city defenses are going to need a lot of help.”

			The truth of it was, Sam didn’t want to go back to sleep. The nightmare was there, lurking, waiting. He could feel it. He was prepared to swear off sleeping ever again. 

			“I’m not asking you,” Captain Zeno said. “The Conongan militia is more than capable of helping with the city defenses while Sergeant Samson grabs a few hours’ rest. Now, Biel and Hall are waiting for us.”

			Captain Zeno led Sam into the underground museum turned makeshift armory. It looked a lot different than the last time Sam saw it. Stacks of weapons, cleaned and sorted, sat in open crates, as did ammo dumps marked by weapon type. Grenades had their own section, beside a pedestal that held a single brick of ancient plastic explosive, looking like an offering to the old gods of boom. Even the green case of vibro shields was here, and Biel and Hall each had a vambrace on. 

			“All right, Wolves,” Captain Zeno said. “What do you have for us?”

			“Sir, let’s start with these things,” Biel said, modeling his vambrace. “They are beyond cool. The green button activates the shield, the red turns it off, and the blue button… well, Hall can show you.” 

			Hall activated his shield, then grinned as he pressed the blue button. The shield hummed a little faster, and its edges thinned out to sharp-looking points of energy. “It seems whoever designed these beauties kept in mind the need for offense as well as defense.” 

			“You think they’ll do all right for hand-to-hand fighting?” Zeno asked.

			“Oh, they’ll do more than all right. Check this out.” Hall motioned for the legionnaires to follow him to an empty wooden crate. He swiped down with the humming vibro shield, striking the box. The shield not only cut right through the box, it even bit into the floor. 

			“Easy there, Hall,” said Sam, but he was impressed.

			“No joke,” Hall said, turning off his shield. “We’ll have to be careful when we use them in this mode, but we’ll be able to do some serious damage up close. Only trouble is, they drain a lot of power and probably won’t last long in a protracted fight. Not only that, but the charging stations weigh a ton. Biel and me could barely lift the case.”

			“Then make sure they’re all fully charged before the fight,” Captain Zeno said. “Show me what else we’ve got.”

			Biel once again took the lead. “Almost everything we have is from the Savage Wars.” He pointed to various crates as he spoke. “Closest thing to modern tech are some N-1s. Packs a punch, but uses an incompatible charge pack and chews through ’em real quick. Suffers from loss of accuracy at long range. Then we got these heavy repeaters that shoot actual bullets. A bunch of fraggers—old-school, but the tech is pretty much the same—and some early blaster-tech sidearms, mostly Raptor two-tens and Jager one thousands.” 

			He came to a stop at the end of the hall at the entryway to an adjoining room. “We’ll be able to arm everyone, but in all honesty we’ll probably want to let some of those rebels get close enough that we can pick up their weapons after we dust ’em.”

			“Show them the cool stuff,” Hall urged. “The hand-to-hand weapons.”

			Biel smiled and led them to a corner of the next room. A tall wooden cabinet stood next to an ancient Iron Wolf flag. “President Gen put out a request for the locals to bring any weapons they could spare for the cause. The results were unexpected.”

			The two privates each took a handle of the cabinet to pull it open. Inside were stacks of swords, spears, axes, and war maces. The kinds of weapons Sam had only seen in pictures—or in specialty shops as souvenirs.

			“Badass, huh?” said Hall.

			“It’ll have to do.” Captain Zeno picked up a long, curved sword with a leather-wrapped grip. “If it comes down to hand-to-hand combat, we’ll be grateful to have these. Paired with those vibro shields and our armor, we might hold our own when we get overrun.”

			It didn’t slip past Sam that the captain had said “when,” not “if.”

			“It won’t be pretty,” Biel said, setting someone up for the second half of the mantra the Iron Wolves had used for centuries. 

			“But it will be victory,” Sam finished. 

			His eye was drawn to a huge weapon with a stone hammer on one end and a steel axe head on the other. A leather strap was affixed, allowing the wielder to hang it over their shoulder, on their back. Unable to resist, he picked it up. It was heavier than he expected. He squared his feet for balance, backed up, and swung the hammer end through the air. It felt good in his hands. Great, actually. 

			“We can set that baby aside for you if you’d like, Sarge,” Hall said, watching Sam like a proud father. 

			“No, it’s okay.” Sam put the hammer back with the other weapons. “Let the men take first pick so they’re comfortable with what they’ve got. I’ll make do with whatever’s left. Even my bare hands, if that’s what needs doing.”

			“Oorah,” said Biel. “That’s how we KTF.”

			“You two have done well,” Captain Zeno said with an approving nod. He placed the curved sword back with the others. “The sergeant and I are on our way to a meeting with President Gen, but once we have our battle plan in place, I’ll send the men down for you to distribute weapons.”

			“Roger that, sir.” 

			Hall and Biel saluted.

			Zeno returned the salute, and he and Sam left the armory and made their way toward the presidential reception room. 

			“Thoughts before we get there?” Captain Zeno asked Sam. “How do you see the rebels attacking?”

			“They’re not scared,” Sam said, thinking about the green alien commander who he imagined would lead the rebels into battle. “They’re set on coming at us guns blazing. We can use that.”

			“Agreed,” Zeno said, licking his lips. “The Iron Wolves will have to take the brunt of the blow, with the Conongan militia filling in the gaps.”

			“Any word from Major Roy?” Sam couldn’t help but ask. “Not that whatever he has to say would sway my actions.”

			“Nothing. I’m expecting a comm transmission any time now, telling us to return to the ship and leave the Conongans to die. Of course, my comms are down. Must be all this damned humidity, eh, Sergeant?”

			“I was thinking the exact same thing, sir.” Sam cracked a grin. “We’re doing the right thing. For once, we’re staying to do the right thing.”

			The door to the reception room was open, so Sam and Zeno walked inside. President Gen and Colonel Minh were already there, speaking in hushed whispers and looking grim. 

			“Ah, Iron Wolves,” President Gen said, rising to his feet to welcome the two legionnaires. “You again honor us with your presence.”

			“You two look like you’re bursting with good news,” Captain Zeno said, eyeing the men. “Anything we should know?”

			“It’s the rebel army.” President Gen took on a pained look Sam had seen in men’s eyes before. It was the look of defeat. “It seems they’ve hired an off-planet mercenary group to bolster their ranks. Captain, we aren’t a fighting people. You cannot sacrifice your life, and the lives of your men, for a battle we can’t win. I—”

			“You don’t get to make that decision for us.” Captain Zeno stalked toward the president with so much intensity that Sam thought he might attack the Conongan leader. “My men and I decided to stay and fight because we owed it to ourselves to do what we felt was right. To do what the Legion was founded to do.”

			This impromptu speech, brief as it was, seemed to inspire Colonel Minh, who rose proudly to his feet and puffed out his chest.

			Zeno gave the colonel a nod of acknowledgment before returning his gaze to the president. “President Gen, spit the taste of defeat from your mouth and tell us the hard facts. Who, exactly, is coming for us?”

			“Not who.” President Gen looked half terrified, half ashamed. “What.”

			Captain Zeno didn’t miss a beat. “Okay then, what is coming for us?”

			It was Colonel Minh who answered, though his newfound courage seemed to fade as he spoke. “The rebels have bought the services of a mercenary sectoid hive. They’ll be here in hours. We have… no way of stopping them.”

			



		

Chapter 24

			Sam ran through everything he knew about the sectoids. They were an alien race, humanoid but insectile, hence the name. More bug than man, they had large eyes, a dense exoskeleton, and antennae. They fought with plasma blasters as well as blades that sprang from their forearms. 

			He hadn’t seen any of these creatures on reconnaissance.

			“How could those backwater rebels afford sectoids?” he asked, again speaking his mind without a filter, but the question was valid. No one on the planet seemed particularly wealthy. Then again, the rebels had somehow found a way to obtain some costly weaponry. There were clearly some deep pockets behind this backwater force. 

			President Gen’s face curled into a derisive snarl. “It is Topkin and Hu—the nations north and east of us. I am certain they are the ones aiding the rebels. All on this planet fear my being the first to join the Republic. They know it will only be a matter of time until the planet unites as one Cononga and joins the rest of the galaxy.”

			“So much for trying to find that cannon before they arrive,” Sam said dryly. 

			“How many of these sectoids are we talking about?” Captain Zeno asked.

			“My scouts report an enemy force of three hundred to four hundred strong,” Minh said. “Captain, perhaps… perhaps our focus should be on leaving the city. This fight is over before it has even begun.”

			“Over? Nothing’s over!” Captain Zeno glared at the colonel. “It’s over when we say it’s over. I don’t want to hear you speak like that again—not to me, not to your men, not even to yourself. You get me, soldier?”

			Colonel Minh stood straighter and nodded.

			“Say it,” Captain Zeno growled. “I want to hear you say it!”

			“We won’t give up,” Colonel Minh said. 

			“Louder!”

			“We won’t give up. I won’t give up!” Minh shouted. And he actually sounded like he meant it.

			“Good.” Captain Zeno rolled his shoulders. “Now. Get me a map of the city so we can get ready to meet these walking corpses.”

			Minh rushed from the room. 

			“Captain, a word?” Sam asked. 

			Captain Zeno nodded, and the two leejes stepped out of earshot of the president. 

			“You know I’m with you to the end,” Sam said quietly. “My men won’t back down either. We won’t give up here, but what Minh said… I’m just—well, I don’t know what I’m saying. I guess I just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page here.”

			“And what page is that, Sergeant?”

			“That what we’re planning to attempt is crazy.”

			Captain Zeno sniffed. “Yeah, I think that’s the correct page, but we’re all crazy, Sam. We’re legionnaires. And we’re entering a shooting war soon. I need to put together a plan, and I need you to make sure the men understand it, Sergeant.”

			“Yes, sir. That shower and sleep will have to wait a bit longer.”

			“So it will.”

			Colonel Minh ran back into the room with a paper map of the city. The others gathered around as he spread it out on the table. Sam shook his head at the use of paper. This place is stuck so far in the past, he thought, that archaeologists searching for clues about the Ancients might just want to ask the Conongans what they personally remember.

			“The sectoid force is coming from the north,” Colonel Minh said, pointing to a spot on the map. “They’ll hit us there, and if they don’t kill us, the rebels will. Two waves of forces, each about four hundred strong.”

			“We’ll let them reach the city,” Captain Zeno said. “Then we’ll make them pay for every inch.” His one good eye roved around the map, and he tapped at a few different spots. “This is our first fallback point. Here’s the second. Casualty collection here. We make the palace our last stand. Sergeant?”

			“Yes, sir. I’ll tell the men. We should go soon.”

			“Agreed.” Captain Zeno looked to Minh. “Get your militia to the palace courtyard in ten minutes, geared and ready to go. If you need more weapons, see Hall and Biel down in the museum. Sergeant Samson?”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“Assemble the Wolves.”

			



		

Chapter 25

			News of the mercenary invasion force traveled through the palace grounds like wildfire. Sam traveled even faster, and in minutes he’d found all the Iron Wolves and ordered them to report to the armory immediately. 

			The men were full of questions when they arrived, still pulling on their armor. 

			“Dude, what’s going on?” Jarman asked as Sam handed out the vibro shields. “I thought we had another day or so before the fun started.”

			“Captain Zeno will explain everything once he gets here,” Sam said. He knew better than to break the news to the unit before Zeno had the chance to put it first in his own words. “Right now, gear up for a fight.”

			“So,” Thompson said, inspecting his gear, “I’m going into a fight with a sniper rifle, a vibro shield, three grenades, a knife, and an ancient sword?” He grinned from ear to ear. “I like this planet.”

			“How do these things work again?” Doc Dobson asked as he screwed with the vambrace on his forearm. “The blue button turns the edges to blades?”

			“Green on, red off,” Sam said, pressing the buttons on his own vibro shield to show the others. “Blue makes it stabby.”

			“Iron Wolves!” Captain Zeno barked as he stalked into the armory. “Let me hear an oorah!”

			“Oorah!” Every legionnaire stood at attention. 

			“Keep gearing up,” Captain Zeno shouted. “I only need your ears right now, not your eyes.” As he spoke, he strapped on a vibro shield, one of the N-1s, and the same curved sword he’d held before. The hilt of the sword stuck up over his right shoulder. “Reliable intelligence reports a sectoid mercenary group about to hit the city. It seems the rebels realized the Iron Wolves are protecting Noi and opened their wallets to get some help.” He grabbed a seven-inch knife and placed it in a thigh holder on his right leg. “I’m going to go give the Conongan militia a pep talk, but I wanted to talk to you all separately.”

			Nine pairs of eyes looked to their leader. Bean was there despite his shoulder, standing next to Troy. Hall and Biel were passing out ammunition. Moon and Doc stood next to Jarman and Thompson. None of them had elected to equip the heavy war hammer. Sam picked it up and slung it over his shoulder. 

			“When we go out there, we’re representing more than just the Republic,” Captain Zeno said. “We’re representing the Legion. More importantly, we’re representing the Iron Wolves. These people trust the Wolves. They’ll be looking to us when things get bad. They’ll be looking to the Iron Wolves to hold the line. And we—will—hold—the—line!”

			“Oorah! Oorah! Oorah!” nine voices shouted back. 

			“All right then. Let’s go to work.” 

			* * *

			“I want the Wolves standing behind me when I address the Conongan militia in the courtyard,” Captain Zeno said to Sam as they jogged up the steps to the first floor. “When we’re done, head into the city and start setting up converging fields of fire. We want to use these streets to our advantage. President Gen already had a public works project setting up barricades. Those sectoids try to march through the city, we’ll slaughter them.”

			“What’s the plan for the militia itself?” Sam asked.

			“I’ll have them split into two groups. One to watch our right flank and the other our left. When we get pushed back into the city, we’ll lure the enemy in between the two flanks and catch them in another kill box.”

			“Understood.” That would mean the Wolves would be taking the bulk of the enemy fire. It would be their job to make sure the enemy followed them before the trap could be sprung. “After that we’ll fight from building to building until we reach the palace?”

			“That’s the plan.” 

			The men exited the building into a cool crisp night. Cononga’s twin moons were high in the sky and provided more than enough light to see by. The courtyard was packed with nearly two hundred Conongan militia, along with President Gen, Colonel Minh, Lyn, Sola, and of course Fenra, towering above the rest. 

			Sam gave Sola a quick nod, and she shot him a smile in return. 

			The Iron Wolves lined up beside the Conongan militia. In their armor, they were almost giants compared to the local soldiers, as much as Fenra was to them.

			Captain Zeno exchanged a few words with Colonel Minh before stalking up and down in front of the men who would form the city’s only defense. He made an imposing figure, almost scowling as he reviewed the men, helmet in one hand and N-1 in the other. 

			“There are enemies at our doorstep!” he roared, spittle flying from his mouth. “They’ve come for your homes, they’ve come for your freedom, they’ve come for your very lives! In the Legion we have a saying: KTF. It stands for Kill Them First. And that, gentlemen, is exactly what we’re going to do.”

			“Rah!” the Cononga militia bellowed into the night. 

			“Oorah!” the Iron Wolves screamed back. 

			“Rah!” 

			“Oorah!” 

			The energy that coursed through the air was tangible, and Sam felt his adrenaline building already. The same feeling that always hit him before a battle: one part nervous, one part excited, with fear always lurking.

			Colonel Minh ordered his men to move out toward their assigned staging areas. The colonel, Sola, and Fenra joined the captain and Sam. 

			“We’ve decided to put Sola and Fenra on the left flank,” Colonel Minh said with resolve. “They know the city just as well, if not better, than my own men, and they’ve seen more fighting. I’ll be on the right.”

			“Good enough for me.” Captain Zeno looked a determined Sola, and an intimidating Fenra, up and down. “Make sure your comms are tuned to this channel.” He put on his helmet and sent a link-up burst. “If we coordinate this correctly, we’ll kill scores of them before they know what hit ’em.”

			Minh and Sola nodded. Fenra grinned. 

			Captain Zeno trotted off toward Private Moon. Colonel Minh gave Sam a crisp salute and took off to join his men on the right flank. 

			“Fenra, did you bathe?” Sam asked with a smile. “You did, didn’t you?”

			The lyconlore no longer smelled like a garbage can. In fact she smelled quite good. Vanilla and… cinnamon? 

			Fenra growled something that made Sola chuckle. “Easy with the morbid thoughts, Fen. We’re not going to die tonight.”

			“What’d she say?”

			“She says it’s a custom of her race to clean oneself before finding a good death in battle.” Sola rolled her eyes. “She has a tendency for the dramatic.”

			Fenra huffed and walked off. 

			Sam chuckled. “You should convince her she’s about to find a good death more often.”

			Sola grinned and pointed to Sam’s new war hammer. “Looks like you’ve gone all primeval.” 

			“Yeah, well, beggars can’t be choosers.” Sam eyed Sola’s own arsenal. Along with the Reaper 210 that hung low on her hip, she held an ancient N-1 in her hands and a small blade in a holster in her boot. “I see I’m not the only one who raided the palatial museum.”

			“I plan on doing a lot of killing.” Sola looked after Fenra. “Well, I better get going. Keep your head down out there.”

			“Don’t need to. That’s why I have one of these.” Sam placed his bucket on his head. “KTF, Sola.”

			“KTF.” 

			



		

Chapter 26

			Walking through an evacuated city at night was a strange feeling. Abandoned stores and empty homes, without so much as a light in a window, gave the place a shadowy, forlorn feel. 

			It was a marked contrast with the living, bustling, celebrating city of Noi that Sam had first witnessed, its people turning out to greet the Iron Wolves with ecstatic waves and smiles. He thought once more of the young boy—the one who’d wanted to be an Iron Wolf one day. That innocent boy had been one of the first casualties of this rebellion fostered by some unknown, hostile element. Perhaps it was Topkin and Hu, as the president believed. Perhaps it was the Mid-Core Rebellion. Perhaps something else. 

			To the boy, what did it matter?

			That kid had probably never even had the opportunity to have his first real crush, let alone discover love, and now he never would. He would never be able to find his passion in life. Never would he laugh or cry with his own children. All of that had been taken from him. 

			Anger rushed over Sam, and molten lava coursed through his dark and violent heart. There was no mercy to be found within him, not for sectoid or rebel. He was ready to kill them all. 

			He walked along with the rest of the Iron Wolves. Thompson was in the lead, with Captain Zeno, Troy, and Bean bringing up the rear. They were in a section of the city Sam hadn’t seen yet. Single-story homes and apartment buildings abounded. Streets were blocked off with walls of debris, furniture, trees, stone—anything the citizens could find before evacuating. Navigating these streets would be like moving through a labyrinth.

			It was going to get dirty here. Bloody in a way only building-to-building fighting could be. 

			As they arrived at the designated location, Zeno spoke over the comms. “Scouts have spotted the first of them. Just their own scouts, still a few clicks out. They’re coming right where we expected, so let’s hurry and get set up.”

			“Roger that,” Sam said. “Relaying that to the colonel.”

			He switched from L-comm to a private channel with only Sola and Minh. “Colonel Minh, Sola, we’re setting up. Forces are coming where we thought they would. The Wolves are waiting to catch them between a four-story apartment building on the left and a single-story white building with blue trim on the right. It looks like a barber shop or something.”

			“Understood,” Minh said. “I know the place. It’s where my father took me to get my hair cut as a boy. We’ll set up a block over, ready to take care of anyone who makes it out of the barricades and escapes the kill basket.”

			“Kill box,” Sola said. “And it’s not a barber shop, it’s a grocery store. The barber shop is across from an empty lot. You need to set up two blocks before where you’re thinking, Colonel. I’m setting up the left flank in position now.”

			“Oh,” Minh said, his voice trembling. He’d nearly stranded himself and his soldiers out in front. “Yes, I know where you mean now.”

			Captain Zeno and Thompson were conversing through a direct comm and pointing out positions. Their helmets hid their faces, but Sam could imagine what they looked like. Captain Zeno was looking hard and determined, and Thompson was grinning wickedly, eager to shoot something. 

			Zeno came back over the squad’s L-comm. “Thompson, I want you up on the roof of that apartment building on overwatch. Jarman, you go with him. Troy, you and Bean get that heavy repeater in the grocery store, and set up deep enough so they don’t see it until it’s too late!”

			“Yes, sir!” 

			The legionnaires sprinted off. Bean still had the use of only one arm, but he carried what ammunition he could while Troy bore the heavy repeater.

			 “As for the rest of you Wolves,” Zeno said, “we have to be creative given our limited resources. Usually we’d get inside the building and eat them up from the high ground with N-4s and SABs, but we don’t have enough charge to keep up a consistent rate of fire, and we can’t afford to get trapped inside the apartments. So dig in on either side of the street. Don’t use your vibro shields until you need to. Let’s get these suckers in nice and close. I want every trigger pull to result in an enemy casualty.”

			The Iron Wolves rushed to obey their orders. Sam chose a spot on the street immediately below Thompson and Jarman. The first story of the apartment building was surrounded by a privacy wall with a gate of solid steel. As Sam swung the gate open, it emitted a haunted creak that seemed to fill the abandoned city. 

			“Cut that noise,” someone hissed over L-comm. 

			Sam figured their buckets amplified the creaking, making it sound louder than it actually was, but it did sound loud enough to be heard all the way out in the jungle. He took shelter behind the heavy metal gatepost, planning to pivot out and fire through the gaps between bars. 

			Moon and Doc Dobson hustled past him and took cover behind the wall. 

			“Mind if we join you?” Doc said.

			“Always nice to have a medic close by.”

			“That’s bad luck talk,” Moon grumbled. 

			Zeno came over the L-comm with a report. “Hall and Biel are coming down from their scouting overwatch. Don’t open fire.”

			The two legionnaires ran down the middle of the street and peeled off, setting up opposite Sam. Captain Zeno joined them. 

			“Never fought sectoids before,” Moon breathed. “Wonder what color they bleed.”

			“We’ll be finding out soon enough,” Sam said, peeking around the gate. 

			Moon and Doc set up their own lanes of fire just inside the gate. Their N-1s bristled from behind the wall. 

			Doc chuckled. 

			“What’s so funny?” Sam asked. 

			“Oh, nothing,” Doc said with a sigh. “You know… the Legion recruiter never mentioned we’d be using ancient Savage Wars weapons, or that our squad sergeant would be setting up an ambush so he could smash some bugs with the war hammer on his back.”

			“Really? Mine did,” answered Sam. “That’s the only reason I joined up.”

			Moon and Doc laughed. 

			He’s right, Sam thought to himself. You can’t write this stuff, but it always boils down to the same thing. Legionnaires out on the edge of the galaxy, ready to kill. Ready to die. 

			“I’ve got eyes on the first group of scouts coming in,” Thompson said into the ether of the L-comm. “I see twenty sectoids… no, make that thirty. Looks like light weapons, nothing too wild. I can start dusting ’em as soon as you say, Captain.”

			“Hold your fire for now,” Captain Zeno replied. 

			The night vision in Sam’s bucket picked up the alien mercenaries. They were about two blocks away, picking their way over the piled rubble blockades. The sectoids were tall and slender. A form of natural armor, like a carapace, covered their chests, legs, and arms. No helmets protected their heads, but everything about those alien noggins looked hard—especially the mandible jaws. Their skin—if that’s what you could call the parts not covered by the carapace armor—was bright re, and in true mercenary form, they were equipped with a wide assortment of blaster rifles, each sectoid equipping itself to its own liking. 

			“Easy,” Captain Zeno whispered as they came within a block of the Iron Wolves. “No one fires until I give the command.”

			Sam knew they needed to draw the enemy in, but he felt the captain was really pressing his luck with this one. 

			The sectoids’ antennae twitched as they silently crept forward, as if tasting the night air for an ambush, but if so, they didn’t taste the Wolves. They continued forward, right where they were supposed to go, cut off from any side-street exits. 

			Twenty yards away now. They were so close that Sam could make out every detail of their crimson faces. Black eyes the size of his fists sat atop their oval-shaped heads. Their mouths opened on the sides, with two sharp, pointed mandibles that made a clicking noise as they revealed rows of sharp teeth within a slimy maw. 

			Sam regretted choosing a crouching position. He should have laid down flat like Moon and Dobson. His muscles burned, screaming at him to move. How snipers managed to hold still for so long was a mystery, but his choice was made, and he’d have to deal with the discomfort.

			The sectoids were but a few yards away now—and still completely unaware of the ambush lying in wait. Their antennae seemed to fail them when it came to detecting armored legionnaires lurking in the shadows. 

			Sam slowed his breathing and aimed down the barrel of his N-1. At this range, even this old beast of a gun would do the job easily.

			“Arrrooo!” Captain Zeno howled like a wolfman and began painting the sectoids with red blaster fire. 

			The captain was an ace shot. Three rounds in rapid fire obliterated a sectoid mercenary’s head. Two more rounds ate the face of a second. 

			Two kills in as many seconds. Got to love the captain. 

			Sam annihilated his own target with a single shot between the creature’s bug-like eyes. Oorah! 

			The scene that had been so quiet just moments before had now erupted into a storm of red blaster fire. Before the Wolves had even swapped out their first charge packs, at least half of the thirty sectoids were down, either dead, or dying. 

			The remaining sectoids ran for cover, some hugging the walls and doorframes to avoid the funnel of fire, others trying to get small behind toppled dumpsters and other debris. Return fire came in sporadic, wild splatters of blue rounds. 

			The Wolves picked off target after target. 

			It was clear the sectoids were panicked. A couple of them left the cover they had found in favor of an all-out sprint back the way they came. These simply died tired.

			Sam had his eyes on a doorframe where he knew a sectoid was holed up. He controlled his breathing, pressed another pack into the stock of his weapon, and sighted down the barrel, waiting for a target to appear. 

			“Easy does it, boys,” Captain Zeno said over comms, as calm and cool as ever. “They’re not escaping. Conserve your shots and save what charge you’ve got left. Remember, this was the easy wave. The next time they come through here they’ll be expecting us.”

			A chorus of rogers followed his words as the final sectoids fell in the streets.

			“We all clear?” a leej asked over L-comm.

			“One more,” Sam said, still watching.

			The sectoid peeked around the corner, its massive head bobbing like a balloon tied to a doorknob. Sam squeezed his trigger and felt the rough recoil of his weapon hitting his shoulder. The sectoid’s head snapped back, and its body slumped forward. 

			“Pretty sure that was the last one,” Sam said.

			“All right,” Zeno said. “If you’re close enough to grab their weapons or ammo safely, do so. The more firepower we have on our side, the merrier.”

			“Dude, we can do this all night,” Moon whispered at Sam’s side. “It’s like shooting practice targets out here.”

			Before Sam could respond, Thompson came over the comms. “Hey, we got a problem here. I can see the main sectoid force moving into the city. They’re going roughshod over the barricades. It looks like they’re… riding monsters.”

			



		

Chapter 27

			“I’m gonna need more details than that, Private,” Captain Zeno said.

			“I’m sorry, sir. That’s what they look like.” Thompson’s voice was strained. “I’d say about a hundred sectoids. Half of ’em riding, um… four-legged armored beetles with huge pincers.”

			“Flying?”

			“No, sir. Riding them over land.”

			Sam did his best to sound calm, though he didn’t relish this new development. “They’ll bleed just like everything else. Standard protocol for encountering organics like this: focus fire until we break through their hides or exoskeleton. They’ll go down.”

			“No sense in holding back now,” Captain Zeno said. “They know where we are. Grenades as a final welcome, then fall back as needed.”

			Sam squinted down the street littered with the bodies of the dead sectoids. “Hey Moon,” he said, inserting a new charge pack into his N-1 and cracking his neck from side to side. “They bleed green.”

			“Saw that, thanks.”

			The sectoid force could be heard before the legionnaires on the lower levels caught visuals. They sounded like a stampeding herd more than a marching enemy. Fear was present in the back of Sam’s mind, but it was more of an afterthought, quietly screaming in its assigned corner. If the Legion had taught Sam anything, it was that he was the one to be feared.

			Do your job. 

			Stand your ground. 

			KTF.

			A line of sectoid riders came galloping down the street, clearly intent on taking the legionnaires head-on. 

			“I had a nightmare like this once,” Doc said.

			“You ain’t dreamin’, Doc.” Sam sighted down the barrel of his weapon, set his jaw, and painted one of the creatures’ black skulls as it lumbered forward, indicating to his fellow legionnaires where to fire if they should also open up on his target.

			The sectoids opened fire first, filling the street with blue blaster fire. It was clear they didn’t have visuals on the hidden legionnaires and were simply hoping to keep them suppressed until they could roll over them. 

			Sam emptied his pack into his target. All five shots were grouped tightly, four slamming into the beast’s skull and one glancing off its pincer, wrenching it off, but the beast didn’t go down; its exoskeleton was thicker than Sam had thought. It was hurting, shaking its head with rage, but it kept coming. 

			Sam slammed in a fresh pack as blue sectoid fire pinged off the gate and scorched the ground beside him. 

			Thompson and Jarman took a different approach. Firing from above, they dropped the sectoid riders and left the beasts to do whatever. 

			Sam knew that was the smart call—and still zeroed in on his armored target again. His blood was up, and he was entering that zone—that reckless zone—where he just acted on rage. Like in the office building when Sola had to stop him from beating that alien senseless. Like all the other times that saw him get busted back down to corporal. 

			He just couldn’t help it. 

			Five more shots rang from his N-1, all of them hitting where he wanted. These Savage Wars weapons really kicked, to the point that Sam thought he might find some bruising on his shoulder, even with the armor on. Legionnaires must have had much heavier plating back in the Savage. 

			His persistence paid off. The black exoskeleton around the bug’s head ripped open like a cracked egg. The bug threw its rider, who was trampled by a trailing beast. Green brain matter poured out of the creature’s head as it writhed on the ground. 

			So—they could be taken down, but not fast enough. Not with the weapons the Iron Wolves had at their disposal.

			“Last pack!” Sam shouted as he rammed his last charge into his N-1. He searched the battlefield for another weapon to use, wishing he’d sprinted up the street for one of the sectoids’ rifles when he had the chance. 

			Stupid, Sam. Stupid.

			Troy and Bean took down another of the creatures on their side of the street, the heavy repeater rifle keeping up a steady stream that sounded like the constant beat of a drum. 

			“Troy!” Sam shouted, giving advice that he should have followed himself two charge packs ago. “Don’t waste your time on those mounts. Dust the riders!”

			“Copy, Sarge!”

			“Doc!” Captain Zeno shouted over L-comm. “Hall’s hit. We need you over here ASAP.”

			Sam glanced across the street to see a bloodied Hall propped up behind a building. Biel gripped Hall’s hand before leaving to rejoin the fight. 

			“Roger that,” Doc yelled, gathering his equipment and preparing to dart across the blaster-filled avenue. “On my way.”

			The fire was so thick, Sam didn’t see how Dobson would avoid getting hit.

			“Moon!” he shouted. “Let’s give Doc an escort. Use the vibro shields.”

			“I thought you’d never ask,” Moon said, rising from his stomach and crawling over beside Sam. He pressed the green button on his vambrace, activating the humming, light blue shield. “Let’s roll!”

			Sam hit the button on his own vambrace. “Doc, follow us!”

			The sectoids were closing in, no more than a few dozen yards from overrunning their position.

			“Place is getting crowded!” Captain Zeno called. “Grenades!”

			The Iron Wolves tossed fraggers among the charging sectoids and their mounts. The series of explosions sent antennae flying and perforated mercenary and beast alike with red-hot shrapnel.

			Sam and Moon held up their vibro shields with Doc lobbing grenades over the barrier they created. The trio of legionaries walked slowly but steadily across the street. The blue bolts that found the shields bounced off harmlessly—pebbles tossed by children. 

			A grenade exploded directly beneath one of the beasts, sending the full force of its blast into its underbelly. The creature stood still, as if unharmed, but its guts spilled out beneath it like someone emptying a bucket. 

			“Ooh, that’s nasty!” Moon shouted.

			Enemy fire slackened during the barrage of fraggers, but picked up again just as the trio of legionnaires arrived at the other side of the street. Zeno and Biel kept up their fire as Doc knelt down to look at the wounded legionnaire.

			Hall was in bad shape. He’d taken a few rounds in his chest plate, and at least one had gotten through. 

			“He’s going to be okay, right?” Biel asked, panic in his voice. He dropped out of the fight and ran over. “He’s going to make it. Right, Doc?”

			“Give me some room,” Doc said. He had to physically push the legionnaire away. “Dammit, Biel! Give me some room!”

			“Get that man out of the way and back in the fight, Sergeant!” Captain Zeno ordered while continuing to engage the enemy. 

			“Biel,” Sam said, turning his vibro shield off and grabbing the private by the shoulders. He hauled him to his feet behind the corner of the building. “We need you right now. Let Doc do his job and you do yours. Do you understand me?”

			Biel said nothing, his eyes wide and darting. 

			“Do you understand me?” Sam yelled, shaking Biel as hard as he could. “Get back in this fight! Use whatever it is that you’re feeling right now and dust the sectoids that did this!”

			“Oorah,” Biel said quietly but firmly. He’d snapped out of whatever trance had overtaken him. “Oorah to that, Sarge.”

			Sam let him go. 

			“We’re going to have to fall back,” Captain Zeno said, peppering the approaching enemy from around the corner of the building. “Thompson, Jarman, get down here and take up Sergeant Samson’s position until I give the order to leave. Doc, I want us moving as soon as you’re finished up.”

			“Almost done,” Doc said, slapping a skinpack where he’d pulled away Hall’s armor and synthprene bodysuit. “I’ll carry him.” 

			The firing continued. The Iron Wolves were making the funneled horde of sectoids pay for every inch. 

			“We’re in position!” Jarman called over the L-comm.

			“Just in time,” Zeno replied. “Iron Wolves, fall back! Use the buildings for cover. My element here will provide what suppressive fire we can.”

			Doc had Hall over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “Ready when you are.”

			“Vibro shields!” Captain Zeno ordered. 

			Moon, Biel, and Sam joined the captain in forming a shield wall. They fired through it at the advancing enemy while Doc retreated with the wounded Hall. 

			The captain had cut this one close. Too close. The sectoids were practically on top of them, and upon seeing legionnaires finally in the open, they charged. 

			



		

Chapter 28

			“I’m out!” Moon shouted. He dropped his N-1 and pulled an arm-length machete from his side. 

			“Sola! Minh!” Captain Zeno yelled as the first wave of sectoids closed in on their shield wall. “We’re falling back now. Kill box is all yours!”

			The sectoids didn’t waste blaster fire against the shields. Instead they ran forward, crashing against the legionnaires and using their naturally bladed forearms. It was a test of strength. Ancient combat like something out of a nightmare, but Sam’s nightmares were worse than this. He could handle a swarm of red-faced bugs with clacking teeth. 

			Pound for pound, the legionnaires outmuscled their attackers, but each second saw another mercenary arrive to add their weight to the pressing attack. Captain Zeno and Biel blasted them at close range and picked off any that attempted to circle around them. The legionnaires backpedaled, doing everything they could to avoid being overrun.

			Pain lanced up Sam’s left arm, a dull soreness that came from holding the vibro shield in place. Although the shield itself weighed practically nothing, the constant battering against the barrier by the mercenary force was taking a toll. 

			The sectoids screamed their alien war cries. 

			Sam had an answer for them. 

			He pressed the blue button on the vambrace, activating the shield’s razor-sharp edges. Then he pulled the thick war hammer from his back.

			A sectoid charged at Sam, seeking to flank him. Sam thrust his shield up, and the blue energy blade cut through the mercenary’s skull like a hot poker through a slab of butter. 

			The alien uttered an unsettling Screee! before Sam forced the shield through the rest of its skull, cutting it in half and dropping the sectoid to the street with the rest of its dead merc friends.

			Another sectoid sought to take advantage of Sam’s new shield positioning, but Sam crushed its skull with a mighty swing of his war hammer. 

			All was chaos and confusion. Everywhere Sam looked, he could see nothing but sectoids. They were pushing forward endlessly, impaling themselves on the vibro shields or dropping under the heavy blows of Sam’s war hammer or the remaining blasts from the N-1s.

			Moon shouted a frantic warning. “Biel! Watch—”

			A grenade detonated just in front of Biel’s shield. Whether it was dropped accidentally by one of his immediate attackers or thrown by some merc farther back who valued his own life more than his comrades, Sam didn’t know. It didn’t matter to Biel. He was thrown backward, his shield sputtering and then going dead. A gap of bleeding sectoids smoked where he’d last stood, but the gap was immediately filled by more advancing mercenaries seeking to take advantage of the situation.

			Moon lost his footing and stumbled behind the captain. 

			That’s it, Sam thought to himself.

			“Sergeant!” Captain Zeno screamed into his comm. He threw his empty N-1 to the side and unsheathed the curved sword at his back. “Get these Wolves out of here! I’ll hold them off you as long as I can.”

			Sam’s mind was racing on overdrive. Surely they had made it back far enough for Minh and Sola to arrive and dust these kelhorned mercs, but they weren’t here. All Sam could see was another hundred or more sectoids and their mounts spreading out to flank them on both sides, but the captain had given his orders.

			Sam ran to Biel’s side. The grenade must have exploded beneath the shield, because the legionnaire’s legs were bleeding profusely. His body was still, no rise and fall of the chest. Sam’s HUD showed Biel had life signs—but he was critical.

			The leej was beyond hope. They’d come back for his body later. 

			Sam ran to see if Moon could walk on his own. 

			“You good?” he asked, skidding to a halt. 

			A sectoid streaked around their flank. Moon answered Sam’s question by lurching to his feet, hacking his machete into the mercenary’s neck, and ripping the blade down through its chest. 

			Captain Zeno backtracked toward them. Sam placed his back to Moon and the captain. He sliced a sectoid with his vibro shield and collapsed the skull of another with his war hammer. 

			Everything was going to hell. They were completely surrounded.

			Where the heck are Sola and Minh? Sam gritted his teeth, rivulets of sweat running into his eyes. At least Doc and Hall got away, and I’m not going down alone. I’m taking as many of these pieces of scum with me as I can. 

			Sam took a blaster bolt in his left thigh. The armor did its job, but the force of the blast was enough to drop him to a knee. 

			A sectoid ran toward him, its bladed arm up and ready to bite into his bucket, when a flurry of blaster fire dropped the creature. More fire poured in, and the sectoids looked to their left and right in confusion, their charge broken.

			“Sorry about the delay,” came a voice over the comm. It was Minh. “We ran into a smaller sectoid force trying to flank you. We’re here now.”

			“Light ’em up!” Captain Zeno yelled. “Keep givin’ ’em hell!”

			The din of war increased tenfold. Weapons fire exploded in the air all around Sam. Detonating grenades shook the ground beneath their feet. 

			“We’re here too!” Sola’s voice was like music to Sam’s ears. Fenra howled in the background. “Same trouble. Sorry about the delay!”

			The three legionnaires were still surrounded, but now the sectoids were looking outward rather than inward, chattering away in their native tongue, trying to assess the new threat. From every direction, red blaster fire was eating them alive. Sola, Colonel Minh, and their two hundred Conongan militiamen were using the kill box to devastating effect. 

			“Targets are in the kill basket and going down!” Minh screamed into the comms. “Heads down, Iron Wolves! Cononga fights with you! Rah!”

			Sam had a hard time believing this take-charge leader was the same man he’d had to give a tongue-lashing to the day before. 

			“Fenra is coming over to clear you a way out,” Sola yelled over the roar of weapons fire. “You’ll know her when you see her. She’ll be the massive bulldozer ripping her way toward you.”

			Sam shoved a sectoid back with his shield, broke its legs with the war hammer, then rammed the bladed shield down into the creature’s chest. It bit deep through white armor and red flesh alike, slicing the merc in two. 

			Screaming, Sam hammered his shield down on the alien again and again. He knew the value of controlled rage, of unleashing the inner beast that lived just under the surface… but here he was losing it again. Lashing out at a combatant no longer in the fight, when danger remained. 

			A beep from his vambrace snapped him out of it. It was able to cut through the enemy with ease, but at a price. Its power readings were critically low. It couldn’t keep this up.

			To his left, Sam saw Fenra moving toward them. The lyconlore had strapped on a heavy chest piece, shielding her torso from enemy shots. She tore through the sectoids, ripping them apart with claws and teeth. Lifeless sectoid bodies became her shields as she waded into the chaos. 

			The tide had turned. The sectoids were now on the defensive, seeking a way out of the trap they’d fallen into, before none of them remained alive to tell the tale.

			Fenra lifted a sectoid off the ground and twisted its neck so severely that its two black eyes were looking behind it. Then the lyconlore used the sectoid’s body to absorb a burst of fire from the next mercenary she raged toward. She moved quickly, causing death and destruction, before skidding to a halt beside the legionnaires. 

			“Cavalry’s here, let’s go!” Captain Zeno thundered, sinking his shield into the head of one of the four-legged beasts of burden that had reached his position. The bug’s entire black exoskeleton cranium crumpled with a gush of blood and gore. Its body quivered and shook in death spasms. 

			The three legionnaires followed behind the lyconlore. Most of the sectoids were now running in the opposite direction, and those that stayed to line up shots, or attempted to follow, were cut down by Minh’s militia.

			“Run, Wolves!” Minh shouted. “We’ll cover you! Run!”

			Green blood pooled in the streets. Sam had to be careful of his footing as he jumped over and sidestepped corpse after corpse. 

			After a few minutes of sprinting, Captain Zeno called a halt in the same town square in which they’d been welcomed as heroes when first arriving in the city. The palace was right behind them a few blocks to the south. 

			“Hold here,” Captain Zeno said over the comms, sounding barely winded. “Iron Wolves report in.”

			For a moment static was the only reply, making Sam’s stomach twist in his gut. Then Doc’s voice came through. 

			“I got Hall stabilized and back to the palace,” he said between heavy breaths. “I’m on your six now.”

			Sam looked behind him to see Doc sprinting from the palace to rejoin the unit. 

			Bean answered next. “Troy and I circled around. We’re just a few minutes out from the rendezvous.”

			That was everyone accounted for except for Jarman and Thompson—and Sola reported on their status.

			“I got your two boys with me,” she said, sounding stressed and right in the thick of it. The legionnaires may have pulled back, but the Conongan militia was still in the fight. “They’re in bad shape, but refusing to fall back. They both need to see your medic.”

			“Captain, we’re fine!” Jarman shouted over the comm in his thick, barbaric accent. “We can stay and fight!” 

			“I’m sure you can handle it,” Captain Zeno said with a hint of pride, “but there’s still a lot of fighting left to be done, and I need you here. Fall back and let Dobson fix you up. You’ll get more soon. I can promise you that.”

			“Roger that,” Thompson and Jarman both said. 

			While the captain coordinated with the rest of his men, Sam turned his attention to Fenra. The lyconlore was splattered with blood. Her pupils were dilated, and her chest was heaving. She looked amped to the max. Sam wondered if his rages made him look something like that. Just smaller.

			“You okay?” he asked, searching her for wounds. Not that he was much of a medic when it came to non-human injuries, but he knew enough to look for matted patches of red fur instead of green.

			Fenra nodded and growled. Not menacingly, but neither did it mean anything to Sam. 

			He looked up at her and smiled. “You know I have no idea what you’re saying, but man am I glad you’re on our side. You feeling up to a quick weapons run? This shield and axe got me this far, but I need to get a blaster in my hands.”

			Fenra nodded. 

			Sam was just about to clear the idea with the captain and go searching for more weapons when Minh’s elated voice filled the comms. 

			“We have the sectoids retreating! We’ve done it!”

			“Well done,” said Captain Zeno. “Now get your men—”

			But Minh was immediately back on the comm, the jubilation in his voice replaced with a stunned horror. “No… How did they get here so fast?” 

			“Colonel Minh,” Zeno said, stern as ever. “What’s your status?”

			“Rebel soldiers are entering the city. They have a—”

			The colonel’s voice was cut off by a deafening explosion that could be heard over comm… and everywhere else in the city.

			



		

Chapter 29

			An entire building to Sam’s right erupted into a ball of flames. Smoke mixed with dirt and debris billowed into the sky. Cononga’s short night was coming to a close, and the shift in light was starting to play with his visor’s optimized vision display. 

			He switched to a naked view, seeing through his bucket what he would see with his eyes unaided. The city was still wrapped in shadows, but the first rays of the morning sun crested over the tops of the trees and highest buildings. 

			“What was that thing?” Doc Dobson asked.

			Sam knew right away. The rebels had somehow moved that massive piece of artillery with them, and evidently had it assembled and operational. His mind echoed Minh’s question: How had they gotten it here so fast?

			You should have destroyed it when you had the chance. 

			He shook the thought from his mind. The truth was, he had never really had that chance. In the enemy encampment, he’d lacked the tools, and the time, to do that sort of a job. Short of packing a kill team in his back pocket to slag the thing with an inferno charge, he’d done everything he could. 

			But his mind… sometimes it was his worst enemy. Whether it was losing control he ought to maintain, or beating him up for things legitimately beyond his control, it sometimes seemed to be fighting for the other side.

			Troy and Bean appeared from the right and rejoined the group in the city square. 

			“Minh, come in!” Captain Zeno shouted into the comms. “Colonel Minh?” 

			Nothing. 

			“We’ve got company,” Sola said. She sounded like she’d just picked herself up off the deck. “The rebels are entering the city, and they have a massive cannon mounted on the back of a gigantic repulsor truck. I’m pulling my forces back and spreading them out. I’m not going to give them a target.”

			“Understood,” Captain Zeno said. “Can you see what happened to Colonel Minh and his men?”

			“I can barely see anything in all this dust and debris,” Sola said, coughing as she spoke. 

			“Roger. Get back to the square and we’ll regroup.” 

			Sola didn’t bother answering.

			Moon was full of energy, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Sir, you don’t need a weapons tech to tell you that we have to take that gun out ASAP if we’re going to have a chance.”

			“Agreed,” Zeno said. “That thing surely is good for more than one shot. Let’s try to take it down as they reload. I don’t imagine it’s a quick process.”

			Sam stepped forward. “Captain, permission to take Moon, Bean, and Troy to gather up weapons for preparation to assault the cannon.”

			“Big old hammer not cutting it, Sergeant?”

			Sam grinned behind his bucket. “As much as I’d like to cave in each and every one of their skulls with it, we need some ranged firepower.”

			“Go, but keep close enough to our lines that you don’t get cut off,” Zeno ordered. “Sola, I want last known enemy troop movements.”

			Sam motioned for Moon, Bean, and Troy to follow him while they listened to Sola’s report over the comm. 

			“We put more than a dent into the sectoids that entered the kill box,” Sola answered. “I’d say, at a minimum, sixty percent casualties from their ranks. What survived linked up with the rebel force just entering the city.” 

			Sam clicked his comm to a channel reserved for only nearby Iron Wolves. “Moon, Bean, Troy, keep your heads down. We’re here to collect weapons and ammunition only.”

			Three voices returned Sam’s order. “Roger.”

			Sam crouched low, shield off and the war hammer slung across his back. The street ahead of them was full of smoke and debris—some of it from the fighting, most of it from the building the rebel cannon had razed. Moans from dying sectoids filled the air like ghosts coming back from the dead to haunt those that had sent them to their graves. 

			Sectoid bodies filled the street where the Conongans had sprung their attack—and bodies meant weapons. It wouldn’t take long to get everyone stocked up with new blasters. 

			“Careful, these mercs might be playing dead, ready to shoot us when we get close,” Bean warned, leaning down to grab a sectoid blaster pistol with his good arm.

			There was a variety of weapons, but the preferred blaster was a long black rifle known as an Anvil P9. It packed enough recoil that most humanoids wouldn’t shoot one unless they were armored. 

			Sam grabbed two from a pair of dead mercs. He was sure they were dead—one was ripped open from groin to chest, the other was missing a section of its head. He squatted down to check the corpses for additional charge packs. 

			“Hey, we got a live one here,” Moon said. He was standing over a sectoid that was gurgling green blood, struggling to breathe. “Kind of want to leave him alive and make him suffer as long as possible.”

			Sam found himself caught in an internal debate he’d had numerous times on the battlefield. KTF left no room for mercy, but as he listened to the labored breathing of the dying sectoid, he couldn’t help himself. He pulled a blade from the dead merc he’d just stripped of ammunition, and walked over to the alien clinging to the last tendrils of life. 

			You’re wrong for doing this, Sam. 

			His mind remained ever against him.

			“Sarge, don’t do it,” Bean spat. “Let him live and suffer. I heard what happened to Biel.”

			“Shut up, Bean.” Sam drove the blade through the sectoid’s right eye, deep into the cavern of its alien skull. 

			The other three legionnaires watched silently as Sam pulled the blade back out and dropped it, dripping with gore, onto the creature’s lifeless torso. 

			No words needed to be spoken. 

			“I, uh… I found some grenades and a crate of charge packs on one of those big bugs they were riding,” Troy said. His tone was light, as if he had told a joke, even though he hadn’t. When you were a legionnaire you laughed things off, or you let them eat you up inside. Sometimes both. “I should probably carry it. Bean wouldn’t be able to lift it with both his scrawny arms, let alone one.”

			“You checking out my arms again?” Bean asked. “Listen, if you need to talk about your feelings for me, I want you to know I accept you as you are.”

			“Please,” Troy said with a laugh. “Only thing you’ll be accepting is my foot up your ass.”

			There was the laughter, but while the banter might be good for the men, sending jabs back and forth over squad comm wasn’t going to keep their heads in the game. “Stow the chatter, you two,” Sam said. “Focus on getting what we need and getting back. I’m gonna look for Biel. We should take him back while we have the chance.”

			The mention of Biel brought the men’s levity to an end rather more abruptly than Sam had intended.

			He had walked a few yards up the street, and was stooping to remove a grenade belt and another Anvil P9, when he spotted someone moving down the street in their direction. 

			“Movement, twelve o’clock.” 

			He raised one of the heavy P9s and pressed himself against a doorframe on the building to his left. Immediately the other legionnaires dropped to their knees or stomachs to take up fire positions. 

			“Easy, Legionnaires!” shouted the figure walking toward them. He held his hands up, palms forward. “I just want to talk.”

			It was the green aline commander. The scum sack who had beaten Sola. He had to know that approaching legionnaires like this was a surefire way to get himself killed.

			“Want me to dust him?” Moon asked over comms from his position on the other side of the street. “Give me the word, Sarge, and he’s in the ground.”

			Something about the brazen way the commander approached made Sam pause. Maybe whatever he had to say was something Captain Zeno needed to hear.

			“No. Don’t fire.”

			“Legionnaires!” The rebel commander’s voice echoed among the dead as he continued walking forward. “My world-eater is loaded and aimed at the palace as we speak. Did you not see what it did to its previous target? Did you not witness it crumble to the ground? The palace could be destroyed with only a word. But… such is not my wish.”

			“He serious, Sarge?” Bean asked.

			Sam didn’t know, but it didn’t seem like a chance he could take. 

			“Noi is mine, as is all of Cononga, but what good is conquering a nation if you destroy everything in the process? I suggest you hear what I have to say.”

			“Hold your fire,” Sam reminded his team on L-comm, though there was little more that he wanted right now than to dust the green-skinned rebel. On external speaker he addressed the alien. “Stay where you are. There’s no ruling a nation if you’re dead.”

			“You won’t kill me, Legionnaire,” the commander said confidently. “And I intended already to go no further.”

			Sam called Zeno directly over L-comm. “Captain, we have the rebel leader here saying he has that cannon trained on the palace. Says he wants to talk. Should we dust him?”

			“No. Do not engage. I’m on my way.” Captain Zeno’s voice came quick and hard as if he were already running to their position. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

			Sam spoke once more to the alien. “Our commander is en route.”

			The rebel leader nodded. “Very well.”

			Sam didn’t lower his weapon, keeping the rebel lined up in his crosshairs. His finger itched to squeeze the trigger. But ending the alien’s life would likely result in mission failure, and without the palace to fall back to, his men would be overrun and hunted down one by one inside the city. 

			As Sam waited for the captain to arrive, his gaze drifted down the street. There, just two hundred yards behind the rebel commander, lay the body of Biel. Sam’s brother. Lying amid the carnage of slain mercenaries, his body already cooling. 

			For a moment he imagined he saw the legionnaire sit up and point accusingly at the rebel commander responsible for his death. Sam knew what Biel—the ghost of Biel—wanted. Kill him.

			Sam shook off the hallucination. He needed rest. Things… things were catching up to him.

			Still, he slid his finger inside the P9’s guard and rested it against the trigger.

			Don’t do it, he told himself. You heard the captain. He gave you a direct order. What are you thinking? 

			Sam knew exactly what he was thinking. It involved a blaster bolt ripping through the smug alien commander’s eyes. 

			Captain Zeno’s arrival came as a relief. 

			The captain’s voice came hushed over the comms. “Use this time to gather as many weapons and supplies as you can.” 

			The legionnaires went to work. All except for Sam, who stayed fixed in his position, not taking his eyes off the rebel. The aline was wearing thick body armor, but no helmet, revealing that self-assured, unbearable smile of his. The smile of a man who knows he’s won. 

			“I’m Captain Zeno. What is it you wanted to say?” The captain stopped at Sam’s side, an Anvil P9 of his own in his hands. “If you’ve come to surrender,” he continued, “the terms are unconditional.”

			This seemed to amuse the alien. His smile grew even more smug, if that were possible. “We haven’t even been properly introduced. We’re hardly at a point where we can begin speaking about terms of surrender.” The rebel commander stepped closer. The three slashes across his face, courtesy of Fenra, were now scars—he’d likely been treated by skinpacks. “My name is Commander Tor.”

			Sam pressed his own Anvil P9 closer to his shoulder. On external speakers, he said, “Permission to kill him now, Captain?” 

			For the first time, something other than superiority flashed across the enemy commander’s eyes. It was there for only a second, but the look was unmistakable. Fear.

			“You would be wise to control your soldiers,” Tor said.

			“Lower your weapon, Sergeant,” Captain Zeno said, also over external speaker. He added over L-comm, “Though there’s nothing I’d like more than for you to dust the kelhorn.” 

			“Yes, sir.” Sam lowered his weapon. 

			“Very good,” Commander Tor said. “Though that little show suggests that you legionnaires are not realizing how hopeless your cause is. Nor how serious I am. Perhaps a demonstration is in order.”

			Before either legionnaire could object, Commander Tor lifted his right arm into the air with a closed fist. 

			The ground shook as if the commander had somehow started his own earthquake. 

			



		

Chapter 30

			Behind the aline appeared the massive barrel of the great cannon, roaring into view at the outskirts of the city. It was pointed upward, as though it planned to shatter the heavens. Even without the earlier demonstration, its appearance left no doubt that this was a weapon capable of destroying an entire building with one shot.

			“What you are seeing is our super cannon, our world-eater.” Commander Tor’s smug smile appeared once more on his green face. The skin flaps that dangled over his upper lip twitched as he grinned. “While on the repulsor truck, it’s capable of taking down entire buildings, as you have seen. Once offloaded onto solid ground, it will be able to shoot down vehicles in low orbit, like, say… Republic transports.”

			Sam’s gut tightened. He had no love for Major Roy somewhere high overhead in the Breaker, but there were hundreds of crewmembers up there he did care about. Friends. Brothers. Fellow Iron Wolves. If Tor wasn’t lying… the stakes just got a lot higher. 

			“So which is it?” Zeno asked. “Palace or transport? Because you only get one shot before I drop you.”

			“Oh, I never had any intention of destroying the palace,” Tor practically purred. “It’s my future home. That was simply bait to draw you out, Captain.”

			Captain Zeno nodded appreciatively. “In that case…”

			In a flash, his rifle was at his shoulder and a scoring blaster bolt was screaming at Tor’s head. It passed right through the commander’s skull and struck a building further up the street. 

			The captain had just scored a headshot on a hologram.

			“I’m disappointed in you, Captain,” said Tor. “You do me a disservice thinking I would expose myself in such a way. Like the world-eater, I am safely beyond your reach, I assure you.”

			“Either way, you’re done here. I’ve already transmitted a warning to any Republic ships in orbit. You have no targets left.”

			“Done?” Commander Tor threw back his holographic head and laughed. “Not at all. The palace will be spared. As for all those remaining in the city… that is another matter, or did you think the device you captured was our only biological weapon?”

			Sam gritted his teeth. This was going from bad to worse.

			Evidently Zeno felt the same way. “So what is it you want, Tor? You want us to roll over and die?”

			“My demands are much simpler than that, Captain. Just go home.” Tor stated his condition as though it was the easiest thing to do in the universe, and in a way… it was. 

			“Go home, Legionnaires. Leave us. Leave Cononga. The majority of us are not like Cononga. We don’t want you or your Republic here. This isn’t your fight. This isn’t your planet. Go back to your families. Just go.”

			“And what?” Sam asked, shaking his head. “Leave you to rule? Leave you to install a dictatorship over these people?”

			“You miss my point,” Commander Tor sneered. “Whatever I choose to do, it’s no concern of yours. Do I tell you who should rule your galaxy? Or how? Do I make demands of your House of Reason or your Senate? Leave now, Legionnaires. My offer will not stand forever.”

			“Suppose we refuse your generous offer?” Captain Zeno asked. 

			“Then I will poison this city, depriving you of your remaining Conongan allies. When you cry to the Republic for help, I will have my world-eater pluck the first shuttle or transport from the sky. No one will save you as I march my army through the center of this town.” 

			“You’re wrong,” Sam said, once again speaking without thinking. “You do that, and you start a war with the Republic, and the first destroyer that shows up will turn everything around you—including that big gun—to atoms.”

			Tor shook his head, a disdainful lopsided grin on his face. “Sergeant, I deal in reality, not fantasy. You expect me to believe that the Republic cares about so small a force as yourself? That they will start a war because a few legionnaires died somewhere at galaxy’s edge? If they cared, you and your fellow legionnaires would not be in this position. They don’t, and you know it. You know it better than anyone.”

			Sam swallowed hard. He didn’t know it, but there had been plenty of times when he had thought it. More times than he cared to count.

			Yet… did it matter? Did it matter whether the Republic had his back? Was he doing it for them? Was that why he was here, fighting for a people he’d met only days ago, on a backwater planet far from anywhere he’d ever called home?

			No. It’s not. It’s not now, and it never was.

			Sergeant Sam Samson wasn’t fighting for the Senate, or the House, or even the Republic. He was fighting for the Legion. For his brothers. For Zeno. For Biel.

			For PFC Allen Valdez.

			The Republic didn’t even want him in this fight in the first place, but it was the right thing to do.

			“What do you think, Sergeant Samson?” Captain Zeno asked. “Shall the Wolves turn tail and run?”

			Sam cocked his head to the side as if giving it some thought. “That’s a good question, Captain Zeno. I’m glad you asked.” He stroked his chin. “I have to say, Commander Tor is making a lot of sense to me right now.”

			A devilish grin blossomed on Tor’s face.

			“The thing is…” Sam continued, “I like the weather here. The people, too. Other than those rebel kelhorns. You know, Captain… I think we’d better stay.” 

			Sam pointed a finger at the commander’s hologram and his voice changed from pleasant to cold. “But you. I’ll be looking for you on the battlefield. I’ll be the last thing you see. You can believe that.”

			The grin on Tor’s face disappeared. His eyes bulged out of his head. As he spoke, spittle found its way from his mouth and past the overhanging flesh that fell from his upper lip. “I will kill every single one of you!” he screamed. “There will be nothing left!”

			“That’s enough talking,” Captain Zeno said calmly, lifting his weapon. “You want this city? Come and take it, and don’t think we’re not ready for what you’re threatening.” 

			“Fools! You insolent, stubborn fools!” Commander Tor screamed. “I will see you dead if it—”

			The hologram was extinguished with a trigger pull from Captain Zeno.

			Zeno shrugged. “I spotted the bot that was rendering him.”

			Sam looked over at his captain. “You think he really has another one of those bio-weapons?”

			“Can’t say, but any choice except fighting meant a death sentence for these people, besides, I never planned on living forever.”

			Sam nodded. “Orders?”

			“He’ll regroup and come at us fast. Commander Tor doesn’t strike me as the patient type. We’ll retreat back to the palace. It’s the most defensible position.”

			“Roger that,” Sam said. “Wolves, as riveting as that was, I’d better see you loaded down with weapons.”

			“Even fashioned a stretcher to carry them,” Moon said.

			“I got a better use for the stretcher,” Zeno said. He walked down the street to Biel’s body. “Let’s get our brother on there. We’ll carry our gear back to the palace.”

			Sam squatted down next to Biel. “Sir, I can get him. Stock up the stretcher with charge packs. Please. Let me carry him.”

			Zeno nodded in understanding. “All right, Leej. You do that.”

			Sam swallowed hard, pushing down his emotions. He knew they needed venting, for the sake of his own sanity, but that would have to come later. For now, he hoisted Biel’s lifeless body over his shoulders. In his leej armor, the dead man was heavy, but Sam would still have carried his brother even if he weighed another hundred pounds. 

			Captain Zeno placed a hand on Biel’s body. “Your fight’s over now.” He looked to the other legionnaires. “He didn’t forget nothin’.” 

			* * *

			Sam and the rest of the Iron Wolf expedition party slipped inside the Conongan defensive line and jogged to the palace courtyard. Sola was waiting for them there, armed now with her own Anvil T9. She looked as though she was going to say something, then clammed up as the legionnaires approached.

			“Speak up,” Captain Zeno said to her, motioning for her to join them as they continued to move. “Colonel Minh and the president trusted you enough to put you in charge of a detachment of the militia, so that makes you a national leader—small as this country might be. Go ahead and act like it.”

			Sola nodded. “Yes, sir. I have the rest of the men setting up around the palace.” She motioned to the structure in the distance. “The wounded are being cared for there as well. We’ve scavenged enough weapons and armor from the sectoids for another stand. Honestly, we’re better equipped now than ever.”

			“How many of the militia can you account for?” Zeno asked. 

			“That building they took out… Minh was there, along with most of his force. His men that have rejoined us report heavy casualties from the explosion. Minh was among the dead.” Sola shook her head sorrowfully. “All told, only eighty Conongan militia have returned to the palace. So far.”

			“Plus the Iron Wolves—and one lyconlore,” Sam said. He looked over at Fenra to see how she liked his comment. She just shrugged with her tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth. 

			“We can hold,” Captain Zeno said. “First priority is to take care of that cannon. If by some miracle the Republic comes to its senses and decides to give us a hand, we want the drop shuttles to be able to get down here in one piece.”

			“There should be enough explosives in the armory to get the job done,” Sam said. Between the det-brick and all the grenades and fraggers they’d collected, they could build themselves a nice bomb.

			“Good.” Zeno looked around. “Where’s my weapons tech?”

			“Here, sir.” Private Moon came running up. 

			“You heard the rebel commander. Let’s assume for the moment he’s telling the truth about having another bio-weapon. How can we neutralize it?” 

			“Well, sir, that’s a really open-ended scenario. We don’t know if it’s even the same weapon, but if it’s like the other weapon we found, the chemical is stable in its liquid form. If we can figure out where they’re setting it up, maybe we can steal it before they can use it?”

			“Roger that.” Captain Zeno turned to the rest of the squad. “Change of plans, Wolves. This palace remains the last stand—for the Conongan militia, but we leejes have other work to do. We’re going hunting.”

			



		

Chapter 31

			The palace courtyard was a maelstrom of activity, and the steps leading up to the palace were a maze of sandbags and razor wire. The Conongan militia had turned the area into a battlefield. They gave the Iron Wolves grim nods of admiration as they passed, but when Sam passed by them carrying Biel’s body, each man stood at attention with a hand raised in salute. Soon, every Conongan soldier was standing to offer what respect they could to the fallen Iron Wolf. 

			Lyn and President Gen came out of the palace dressed in white aprons and gloves, splattered with blood. It seemed they had found a way to help despite their lack of military training. 

			Sam gently handed over Biel’s body to one of the medical orderlies buzzing around the president and Senate liaison. The orderlies respectfully took the body off toward the casualty collection point. 

			A shouting sounded from the palace steps. “Here they come!”

			The Conongan soldier was only half right. Tor had led his rebel army and the remains of the sectoid force through the largely undefended city, but he now brought them to a halt on the far side of the town square, well beyond the effective fire of the P9s both armies were now equipped with. It would be near impossible to get off an accurate shot at this distance unless someone had a high-powered sniper rifle. 

			Behind them hummed the massive repulsor truck carrying the cannon. It looked even larger now that it was assembled—like an impervisteel silo. Its barrel could not only hold Sam, but Fenra—and she could stretch out comfortably. 

			The repulsor truck began to adjust its mount to lower the weapon to the ground. 

			“They’re going to make us watch them shoot the Breaker out of the sky,” Sam said. 

			Zeno shook his head. “Well, they’ll be disappointed then. I sent an all-comm warning for all Republic craft to leave orbit.”

			“Oh,” said Lyn. “Oh, dear.”

			“What?” asked Sam, almost afraid to ask.

			“The major did receive your message, Captain, but… he didn’t believe it.”

			“What?”

			“He contacted me. I didn’t know what to say—I didn’t want to let him know what you all were doing. I got the impression he thinks we’re making it up in an attempt to authorize strikes against the rebels. As far as I know, he’s, uh… he’s still in orbit.”

			“We have to tell him again,” Sam said.

			“We do that and he’ll just dig in his heels deeper,” Captain Zeno said, shaking his head. “If there’s one thing I know about points, they’ll go to any lengths to avoid admitting they’ve made a mistake. Sket. I’ve got men up there!” 

			“Sir, we have to try,” insisted Sam. “We should at least do that much.”

			“Moon.” Zeno turned to the private. “How long do you think we have before they can get a shot off against the Breaker?”

			Moon considered the behemoth in the distance. “They’ll probably have to do some plasma digging to get it anchored properly. At least, if you’re going for optimal operations to reach a target in orbit like that. If I were them, I’d—”

			“Moon—how long?” Sam said, interrupting.

			“Two hours at the very soonest,” Moon said, nodding his head along with his assessment. 

			Thompson and Jarman appeared from inside the palace. The former was limping while the latter’s right arm was in a sling. 

			Troy teased them. “Well, lookee here. Thought we’d never see you poor excuses for leejes again.” 

			Thompson threw a thumb over his shoulder. “Doc didn’t exactly clear us, but he can’t stop us either.”

			“Glad to have you back in action,” the captain said. “Now, everyone, listen up. Sergeant Samson and I will contact the Breaker to tell them of the danger—again—though I’m not expecting much. You men make sure you’re kitted out with the best of what we have available. It’ll be up to us to take down that weapon and save our people in orbit. I’ll organize a diversion with the militia.”

			“Roger,” a chorus of voices answered back. 

			The unit dispersed, leaving Sam and the captain alone. Both men flipped their comms over to the channel shared with the Breaker. 

			“Breaker, this is Captain Zeno for Major Roy.” 

			A tech’s voice came over the comms. “Captain Zeno, this is the Breaker. Hold for Major Roy.”

			“Understood.”

			A moment later Major Roy’s distinct voice came over the channel. “Captain Zeno. Nice of you to finally answer my requests for status. Have things come to an end? Has the conflict been resolved?”

			“That would be a negative, sir.” Captain Zeno forged ahead without giving the major a chance to respond to that. “But we have definitive intel that the rebels attacking the Conongans have a super cannon capable of reaching the Breaker in no more than two hours. I have been informed by the rebel commander, an aline named Tor, that they intend to use it for just that purpose. Please be advised to leave orbit.”

			“A super cannon?” Major Roy repeated the words like he had never heard the two used together before. “Captain, your sources must be incorrect. Our reports show the inhabitants of this planet are incapable of that level of technology.”

			“Sir…” Captain Zeno leaned back to look out the palace gates, across the square, and at the cannon in the far distance, “I’m looking at it now. Transmitting visuals. I’ve seen it take down a building, and I do believe it will be able to reach the Breaker.”

			“You saw it take down a building?” Major Roy bristled, and his voice grew heated. “Captain, I’m seeing your visuals. That thing is big, but it’s hardly high-tech. It looks like it’s more likely to blow up the rebels than get a shot into orbit. More to the point, Captain Zeno, you and the Iron Wolves were ordered to sit this one out until the conflict subsided. You were further ordered to return to the Breaker should the situation escalate. I’d say entire buildings being destroyed constitutes an escalation of the situation, Captain!”

			“Sir, we were caught in the middle of a war.” Captain Zeno was as cool and calm as ever. “A war in which one side is looking to slaughter and enslave the other. We’re legionnaires. We can’t sit these kinds of things out. My men are—”

			“Your men,” Roy snapped, “are following a commander who will be court-martialed if he doesn’t immediately await extraction at the airfield—”

			“My men are keeping innocent blood from being spilled!” Zeno shouted, finally losing his cool.

			There was a tense silence over the comm before Major Roy spoke again. His voice was as icy as Sam had ever heard it. “Captain, you and your men are ordered back to the Breaker immediately. You will be placed under arrest upon arrival and will remain so until you face a tribunal to account for your direct disobedience of—”

			Captain Zeno disconnected the feed. 

			He removed his helmet and ran a dirty hand through his short black hair. His face was grimy—even his eye patch was smeared with a mixture of sweat and dirt. He retrieved his canteen, unscrewed the lid with trembling hands, and took a long swig. Then he poured water over his head as Sam stood by in silence.

			Sam had never seen the captain so rattled. 

			“What do you think, Sergeant?” Zeno asked finally. “Backs against the wall at the edge of the universe. Enemy’s going to force us to attack them, outnumbered five to one, and if we survive, I’ve got a future in the synth mines waiting for me.”

			“That won’t happen, sir. Once Legion Command hears the reason for your doing this… no way you go to Herbeer.” Sam looked out at the looming cannon. Plasma drills were already hard at work digging down to secure the massive weapon. “Call me crazy, but even outnumbered—even if I knew this meant a prison sentence—I’d stand and fight this battle every time. I’m right where I’m supposed to be, sir, and so are you.”

			“Glad to hear I’m not the only one who’s crazy.” Captain Zeno screwed the top on his canteen. “But that’s what makes you a great legionnaire. You just have to learn to control the crazy a little better when things get intense. Do that for me, will you, Sam?”

			Sam looked down.

			“Okay,” Zeno said, not pressing the issue. “I’m going to take Moon, Troy, and Bean out the back of the palace and see if we can’t get eyes on this bio-weapon. That cannon is yours. Gotta divide and conquer, and I don’t trust myself not to let the thing blow Roy out of orbit just to prove him wrong.”

			Sam nodded. It was all so stupid. All the Republic had to do was give them the smallest bit of support. A single bomber or starship would be the difference between total victory and ending up in a coffin. Just one ship. Anything would do. Any old—

			Wait.

			Sam blinked a few times as a plan came together. “Sir… I’m thinking we should head back to the airfield.”

			Zeno looked crestfallen. 

			“No, not like that. Troy’s always going on about how back home he flies his little single-engine craft, right? The one he says he broke that flight record for and we laugh at him and call him a liar, but he insists he did? Well, I’m sure you noticed there was a ship in the hangar when we landed…”

			Captain Zeno’s eyes widened. “That thing? Sergeant, that ship was ancient if it was a day. Who knows when’s the last time it even left the ground? Or if it ever will again.”

			“There’s only one way to find out.”

			“I like it as a Plan B,” Captain Zeno said firmly. “But for now, we stay on point and do what we can with what we know we have.”

			“Oorah, Captain. Let’s give these kelhorns a fight to remember.”

			



		

Chapter 32

			“You’re an idiot,” Sola said, shaking her head. “I just want it to go on record that I tried to be the voice of reason here.” She crossed her arms over her chest piece. 

			Sam shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a good plan.” 

			“It’s the worst plan, Sam. You want to charge that cannon behind nothing but vibro shields!”

			“Because it’s what we’ve got, and all we have to do is get close enough to attach our Savage Wars explosive cocktail to one of the weapon’s supports.”

			Sola scoffed. “Oh, is that ‘all we have to do’? And all that stands in our way is two hundred yards of open ground and hundreds of rebel soldiers.” She peered deep into Sam’s eyes as if she were truly trying to understand him. “Seriously, where do they find you guys? I thought legionnaires were supposed to be battlefield geniuses. Tactical wizards. Do you have brain damage?”

			“I have had a lot of concussions.” Sam grinned. “So yeah, probably.”

			Sola rolled her eyes.

			Sam looked out across the city. The sun was casting long morning shadows, but rolling clouds in the distance looked dark and angry, promising rain. All around the palace entrance, the Conongan soldiers were spread out, ready to fend off the overwhelming force that lingered in plain sight, out of range and unwilling to start the action before they had the opportunity to shoot down a Republic transport. Sam had to admit, this militia, though halved in number, was a far cry from the force that had just barely fought off the first rebel strike. They were now armed with T9s, grenades, and even a few Mullers—heavier weapons they’d taken from the sectoids. If they got overrun, it wouldn’t be because they weren’t prepared. 

			“Fenra wants to go with you,” Sola said.

			The lyconlore was nearby, piecing together white body armor sections taken from dead sectoids. It was a bloody business, tearing the exoskeleton from the mercenaries. She looked like an overgrown puppy tearing at chew toys—but much more gruesome.

			“And what did you tell her?” Sam asked. 

			“That she’s an idiot, just like you.” Sola crossed her arms. “And… just like me.”

			“Like you?”

			“Oh, don’t think that means I’m going with you. I’m not that much of an idiot. I’m only insane enough to fight a losing battle for ideals, or morals, or whatever makes us stand here defending these people.” Sola said the words in a rush, then paused. “I don’t know if there’s any hope of winning this thing.”

			“There’s always hope,” Sam said, looking deep into her eyes. “As long as we draw breath—and even when we don’t, as long as others believe—then hope remains.”

			Sola laughed. “You missed your calling. You should have been a motivational speaker.”

			Sam grinned and looked once more past their defenses to the enemy encampment. Hundreds of rebels were working like tiny ants, preparing the cannon for use. He put on his helmet and used his visor to zoom in. Many of the rebels looked underfed and not of a strong fighting spirit. Hardly legionnaires, but in large enough numbers, they were a threat. And they certainly had the numbers. 

			“Sergeant, come in.” Captain Zeno’s voice came over the comms so low it immediately sent Sam into high alert. 

			“I’m here, Captain.”

			“We have eyes on the biological weapon. They set it up in a building parallel to the super cannon. Look a block to the east. There’s a single-story building with a tan dome.”

			Sam fixed his sights on the cannon and panned to the east. While most of the rebels were working on the so-called world-eater, a large detachment—perhaps a hundred—was milling about the tan-domed building. 

			“What do you need me to do?” he asked. He was ready to give his life if the captain asked for it. 

			“I need you to create a distraction. Something big enough to give us a chance to storm the building by surprise.”

			“How much time do you need?”

			Private Moon chimed in. “Shouldn’t be long once we’re inside, Sarge. All we need to do is remove the liquid vial from the machine. It’s not harmful until it’s been aerosolized.”

			“I’m with you,” Sam said. 

			“Roger that,” Captain Zeno said. “We’ll wait for your signal.”

			“You’ll know it when you see it, sir. Samson out.”

			Sam looked over to Sola, who was eyeing him expectantly. “You blanked out there for a while. On the Legion comm?”

			“Yeah.” He took a deep breath. “We’re making the charge now.”

			Sola looked like she wanted to punch Sam’s lights out. “I can’t believe you’re actually doing this.”

			“Has to be done, though.”

			Activating L-comm, Sam called for his team of legionnaires. “Doc, Thompson, Jarman. I need you all to report to my location.” He pinged his position over HUD so the legionnaires could easily find him in the courtyard. “Our timetable has been pushed up. Captain needs a distraction, so we’re making the assault on the super cannon now. Kill two spiders with one stomp.”

			“Roger that,” answered Jarman. “I’m ready to KTF, but—point of order—you meant to say ‘cats,’ not ‘spiders.’ Kill two cats with one stomp.”

			“Really?” asked Thompson. “That’s kinda nasty.” 

			“That’s how I remember the saying at least.”

			“Could be,” Sam said, appreciating the levity of the moment. “But I hate spiders, so we’re rolling with that. Jarman and Thompson, I need to know for sure if you’re good to go.”

			“They’re not,” Doc said, his sober voice cutting into the comm chatter. “But it is what it is.”

			“I’ll make it,” Thompson said. Sam saw the legionnaire limping into view. “Let’s do this.”

			Fenra appeared as well, as if sensing her time had come. The lyconlore had torn apart enough sectoids to make her own crude suit modeled after the Iron Wolves, using some kind of adhesive to patch it all together around her massive frame. She hadn’t done a bad job. 

			Sam addressed her directly. “Fenra, there’s been a change of plans. You’re going to be central to this operation.”

			Sola groaned, but Fenra gave a wicked grin.

			“There’s going to be a ton of firepower coming at us, so I’m putting all of us leejes on vibro shield duty—covering you. Your job is to lob grenades over the shields and clear us a path to the super cannon. Think you can handle that?”

			Fenra growled, low and menacing.

			“I’ll take that as a yes. Sola.” Sam turned to the woman who’d started off as a guide and ended up as a pivotal leader of the Conongan defenses. “We’re going all-in here. I want you to tell the militia to push as well. The shields should provide some clear lanes until they run out of juice.”

			Sola hissed and crossed her arms. “Fine,” she said. “But we’re all going to die because of this.”

			Doc and Thompson arrived at Sam’s side. “No sign of Jarman yet?”

			“Jarhead!” Sam called. “Where you at?”

			“Armory, sir. I figure we don’t want to forget that satchel of explosives we rigged together.”

			“Oorah, leej. You didn’t forget nothin’.”

			Fenra snarled something. 

			“She wants to know what you think of her armor,” Sola said.

			“You look ready to KTF, Fenra,” said Sam.

			Fenra responded with one of her frightening smiles, then growled a deep-throated question at Sola.

			“No, you’re not joining the Legion after this,” Sola answered, with playful derision. She turned to Sam. “She’s excited for action. Like an idiot. Come to think of it, she really does have the brains to be a legionnaire.”

			“And the personal hygiene.” Sam grinned. “Let’s get going. I can see Jarman jogging up this way.”

			They trotted together to the inner courtyard. Sam waved his hand to his motley unit: Sola, Fenra, Doc, Thompson, and Jarman.

			“Gear up!” he shouted. “We’re about to do something crazy!”

			



		

Chapter 33

			“You know if a blaster hits any of this, we’re toast,” Jarman said, kneeling with the others as they molded bits of plastic det-brick around grenades, increasing their explosive power. “Like… crater in the ground dead. So dead we’ll make other people that are dead look alive. So dead that—”

			“I get it,” Sam said. He gathered the bomblets the legionnaires had assembled and put them in an armored pack used to carry high explosives in combat. If a rebel or sectoid did get a shot on target, hopefully the pack would be tough enough to withstand the blow. If not… well, they wouldn’t have to worry about much after that. 

			In all, there were a dozen of the extra-strength bomblet grenades, each as large as one of Fenra’s massive paws, and that didn’t include the big daddy intended to take out the super cannon. That filled up another bag all on its own. 

			“We hold the shield line no matter what,” Sam said, looking at Doc, Thompson, and Jarman, who all nodded back. “Our strength is that there’s no weak link. We move forward, vibro shields up, no matter what. Keep Fenra covered. Between her tossing explosives and Sola making her push with the rest of the Conongan militia, we have a chance. Oorah?”

			“Oorah!” the legionnaires shouted. 

			Fenra lifted her head to the darkening sky and let out a long piercing cry that sent a chill down Sam’s spine. 

			“Captain, get ready,” Sam said over comms as he took a position at the head of the stairs and activated his vibro shield. “We’re going to get one chance at this.”

			“We’re in position, Samson,” Captain Zeno replied. “KTF for the win.”

			Four blue shields hummed with energy. They sizzled and sparked when they touched one another, but if the legionnaires were going to protect Fenra, they were going to need to make sure there was no gap in their wall. Thompson was on Sam’s left, Doc on his right, and Jarman on the other side of Doc.

			They placed their Anvil P9s in the square slots in their shields, ready to dish out damage as they advanced. All except Jarman—his wound wouldn’t allow him to wield both the shield and an Anvil, so he’d be entirely focused on shielding their right flank.

			As one they moved down the steps. Fenra followed low on all fours, making sure not a hair was exposed. 

			“Match my speed,” Sam said. “We’ll take them by surprise at first, but that edge will die quickly.”

			His heart was pounding in his chest with the promise of insanity at any moment. He felt the weight of the war hammer still on his back. It seemed so heavy all of a sudden. He wanted to shrug it off. 

			But what if you need it?

			The four legionnaires and the lone lyconlore pressed forward to Sola, who was moving her troops to the forward line of defensive structures. She gave Sam a grim nod. 

			“We’ve got your back, Legionnaire. Move fast. I’m going to be pissed if you die.”

			“That makes two of us.” Sam wished he had thought of something cooler to say. He picked up his speed, sending the legionnaires into a slow trot. Thompson’s limp was noticeable, but he kept pace.

			A shout went up from the rebel lines. They had spotted the four shining vibro shields and the soldiers behind them making their move. Then came the sounds of weapons being discharged. They were firing much too soon, but that was to be expected with a poorly trained opponent.

			More concerning was the rebel foot soldiers who charged. The vibro shields would stop incoming fire, but with only four shields, the leejes could easily be flanked. They needed to move fast, aggressive—skewer the opponent before they knew what had hit them, and count on Sola to keep the enemy at bay.

			Sam opened up with controlled bursts from his Anvil P9. Behind him and on both sides, the Conongan militia began to spray the enemy lines with blaster fire. The Conongans, too, could have used more training—precision aiming wasn’t possible from their current distance. Move them forward, Sola. 

			Rebel blaster rounds began to strike the shields in high volume as the leejes moved within range. Sam felt the pressure build on his vambrace arm. There were so many rounds striking his shield at once that whatever technology the shield used to soften the blows was overloading. The charge pack was already beeping and at half strength. That didn’t bode well.

			Sam pressed forward. It was hard to even see anything past the blaster fire splashing across the shield. 

			If the vibro shield runs out of juice… what a way to go. We’ll be eaten up like meat through a grinder. 

			“Come on, we can do this!” Sam shouted into the comms. In the face of this firepower, their steady trot now felt like an uphill march. “Stay together!”

			“Oorah!” Doc shouted, leaning low. “We got this!”

			 Thompson and Jarman merely grunted in response. They were too focused on staying in position and moving forward to hold a conversation. 

			The only part of Sam that wasn’t protected was his Anvil, poking through the hole in the shield. Against this volume of fire, it was inevitable it would be struck—and it was, by several shots at once. He was lucky to still have his fingers. He dropped the weapon and glanced over to the other legionnaires. The same fate had befallen them. 

			“Sola!” Sam shouted into the comm. “We could really use some supporting fire right about now.”

			“So could we!”

			“Sket!” Sam pressed forward. Each step was a struggle. It felt like weightlifters were pushing them back from the other side, and he was seriously rethinking the wisdom of this crazy plan. If their shields were destroyed before they even got close enough for Fenra to begin lobbing those bombs—their great equalizer—they’d be dead before they’d even made a dent. 

			“Fenra!” Sam shouted. “How strong is that hairy arm of yours? Can you light ’em up from here?” 

			A roar emanated from behind him, and immediately something sailed over the shields—and with some serious air. It just reached the center of the rebel’s gathered front line, which stretched along the top of the square, and one-hopped underneath a troop transport. 

			The explosion sent the vehicle flipping over in a ball of flame, flinging broken rebel bodies through the sky. A smoking crater at least twenty feet in diameter tore a terrific hole out of the rebel line. 

			“What the heck was that thing made of?” Thompson said, breathing hard. “Death?” 

			“I don’t know,” said Jarman, “but we could use a lot more of that. My shield is just about toast.”

			The chaos from the blast gave them a brief respite. It seemed that nearly every rebel had dropped to the ground, or was distracted by the massive blast. This was the leejes’ chance to cover some ground. The lyconlore had a hell of an arm, but if she was to have a chance of hitting the super cannon with the big bomb, they would have to push for all they were worth. 

			“Let’s go!” Sam said. “Give it all you got!”

			The rebels quickly restarted their barrage, but now Fenra was well within her range, and was hurling explosive after explosive into the rebel ranks. The enemy lines devolved into a chaotic mess as the poorly trained troops scattered to avoid the blasts. They died by the dozens. Sam and his shield wall pushed forward, and the Conongan militia kept up a steady drumbeat of blaster fire on both sides. 

			We might just make it, Sam thought. 

			And then his luck ran dry. 

			



		

Chapter 34

			Fenra’s assault had diminished the enemy fire to the point that Sam was finally afforded a clearer view of the battlefield, and what he saw was not what he had hoped to see. The forces on Sam’s right flank had apparently lost all interest in the legionnaires coming at them from behind vibro shields. Instead they were now running to the building housing the chemical weapon. 

			So much for our distraction.

			Sam was about to warn the captain over comms when things took an even worse turn. Fenra had just launched one of her last explosives when it was shot and detonated in midair—and not far in front of the shield wall. The already battered shields buckled under the concussive blast, and the legionnaires were tossed like rag dolls through the air. 

			Sam came to several yards back, not even knowing how he got there. One second, he was standing between Thompson and Doc, the next, he was hitting the ground and looking at sky. His head rang, and a pain in his chest told him a rib was bruised or broken. He could taste blood in his mouth. His armor was steaming from the heat of the blast.

			Voices were shouting over the comm, or maybe just one voice. Sam couldn’t tell. Nor could he make out any of the words. He looked around, his eyes feeling hazy… glassy. A wall of smoke filled the space between him and the rebel lines. Blaster fire emerged through the screen as the rebels fired blindly. 

			Sam rolled to the open doorway of a building to his right. He tried reactivating his shield, but it was good and truly gone. The war hammer was no longer on his back.

			His world was a narrow-visioned nightmare of pain and incessant ringing, but that was slowly relenting, and soon he began to make out the voices over his comm. 

			“He’s going for it, Troy. Let it go!” 

			It was Bean. Bean was the one shouting, and he wasn’t the only one. So many voices filled the comm channel they were almost impossible to distinguish. 

			“Captain Zeno is down!” Moon shouted. 

			“Fall back to the palace!” Sola screamed. 

			Sam gritted his teeth and forced himself to his feet. He said a silent prayer and stepped out from the building. He sucked in a pain-filled breath to speak into the L-comm, but found he could do little more than let out a low moan. 

			He shook his head, and his vision cleared. He looked across the square, and saw his men.

			Jarman was lying on the ground, unmoving. Doc was working on him. Thompson hugged dirt as blaster bolts scorched the air above him, and Fenra… she was a smoking pile of burned fur and body armor, but she was alive, struggling to her paws. 

			If it wasn’t for the thick smoke covering the battlefield, blocking the enemies’ view, they’d all be sitting ducks. 

			Sam took all of this in as the chatter over the comms intensified. He desperately wanted to take control of the situation… but found himself impotent. Barely capable of staggering and sipping in small breaths of air.

			“Troy, don’t do it!” Bean screamed. 

			“I can get it!” Troy roared back. 

			“Doc! Doc, we need you! The captain is down!” Moon shouted. “I repeat, Captain Zeno is injured!”

			A fresh wind blowing in from the distant rice paddies sent some of the haze swirling away. Sam could now see Troy pinned down a block ahead from his own position. A dozen yards to his left, lying on the ground in clear view of both sides, was a dead rebel… holding the blue vial from the chemical weapon.

			There was no sign of Bean, Moon, or the injured captain. 

			Sam could tell what Troy was thinking about doing, even without hearing Bean’s warning cries over L-comm. 

			“Jarman is gone!” Thompson shouted into the comms. “The stupid son of a gun covered me after the explosion and took a round to the head. Why would he do that? Why would you do that, Jar? I should be dead! Me!”

			Sam finally croaked out more than a groan. “Pull yourself together.” Thompson would have to bury his feelings deep for the moment. “We have seconds before the wind clears enough smoke for the rebels to get accurate shots on us. Doc, help Thompson and get some cover.”

			He turned his attention to Troy. “Troy, report.”

			“We stormed the building, Sarge. One of the rebels took the canister and ran off, but I shot him in the back. I can get to it. I’m goin’ for it!”

			“Everyone that’s still drawing breath, cover Troy!” Sam shouted. He scanned the area around him for anything he could use as a weapon. He found nothing but the worthless vibro shield on his arm. “Troy, I see you. I’m going to get to you as fast as I can!”

			He bolted from his spot and pumped his legs. He spotted a discarded Anvil P9 halfway up the block. If he could reach that—and if it had a charge pack—at least he could provide some cover. 

			Time seemed to stand still. Every step was an eternity. Every breath an agony. The smoke was clearing, and the rebels were regrouping. 

			There were so many of them. 

			From an alley to the right, Bean appeared, his vibro shield activated. Moon and the captain were right behind him. Captain Zeno’s helmet was missing, and he had one hand held to his neck, blood pouring between his fingers. Yet even through all that, he was on his feet. 

			Troy took off for the canister. Blaster rounds struck the ground all around him and sizzled off his shield. He scooped up the blue canister and started back toward the relative safety of the buildings, but his shield was taking a beating, and the glowing blue flickered, wavered. It was about to go.

			“I don’t believe this guy,” Bean said over the comms. “Run faster, you idiot!”

			Sam was watching all of this as he made his own run to the Anvil T9. He snatched it up and at once aimed it at the entrenched enemy no more than a block ahead of his position. “Let’s go!” he yelled as he met a retreating Troy, Bean, Moon, and Captain Zeno. 

			“We’ve got you covered!” Thompson shouted. “Back! Back!”

			The rebels were entirely focused in on the tiny legionnaire contingent now. They concentrated their fire. Zeno’s shield was the first to fail under the withering onslaught. The wounded captain fell in behind the protection of the others. 

			Fenra appeared behind the Iron Wolves, half her fur missing and the skin underneath her white armor an angry red. The lyconlore’s eyes spoke murder, and her teeth were bared as she charged not away, but toward the enemy lines.

			“Fenra!” Sam shouted. “Get down!”

			The lyconlore clearly had no intention of following that order. In her right paw she held the sack containing the large explosive—the big daddy meant for disabling the rebel’s super cannon. She pulled her arm back and tossed it high into the air toward the world-eater. 

			Her aim appeared to be true, and she might just have the distance. They had a real chance of achieving both the objectives Captain Zeno had laid out for them, but they were much too close to the blast zone.

			“Back!” Sam screamed, but there was no need. Every Iron Wolf was already sprinting as fast as they could. Fenra’s heroics had been hard to miss.

			Sam looked back over his shoulder as he ran, tracking the trajectory of the explosive. It fell behind the rebel lines, struck the ground with a roll, and came to rest near the super cannon.

			It erupted like the hammer of the gods striking the very core of Cononga itself.

			The ground shook, and the soil rolled under Sam’s feet. It was all he could do to stay upright. The skies went dark with flames, smoke, and a geyser of dirt and debris.

			So much smoke billowed over the rebel lines, it was impossible to tell if the charge had done its job. But whether the cannon was still operational or not, the rebels’ fire had dropped to almost nothing. If Sam had a full contingent of Wolves, he would have led a charge right at this moment—and ended these rebels for good, but he had only a handful of men, some wounded, some unarmed. Retreat and regroup. It was their only option.

			As the battered Iron Wolves neared the palace, Sola sent out Conongan soldiers to help them back inside. Sam waved away two medics who sought to inspect him right on the spot. “I can walk. I’ll make it. Help the others.” 

			Sam stood rooted to the spot, looking back toward the rebel lines. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the clearing smoke. He had to know if that cannon still stood.

			It can’t have survived. An explosion that size? 

			Seconds later the wind whipped up, and the grayish black smoke cleared enough to give Sam the verdict. 

			Like a statue promising destruction, the super cannon stood tall. 

			



		

Chapter 35

			“That’s impossible,” Bean cried over L-comm from the palace steps. “How can it still be standing?”

			Sam was asking himself the same question. Had Fenra not gotten the bomb close enough to the target? In the end it didn’t matter. The cannon stood, and if the Breaker was still in orbit, it would soon be lost—along with every hand on board.

			Sam joined the rest of the group in the palace courtyard. The losses of Biel and Jarman ate away at him. Scores of Conongan militia had given their lives. Along with dozens of innocent civilians, including one bright-eyed boy.

			How many more would need to die before this was all over?

			Doc was busy attempting to stabilize Captain Zeno. “Easy. Easy, Captain.” 

			Captain Zeno’s neck and face were covered in a smear of crimson red. In spite of this, he was still trying to speak—probably to give orders.

			Doc shook his head. “You can talk once I get this skin patch on there.”

			Troy handed Moon the vial of blue liquid like it was diseased. “I think you better be in charge of this, Moon.”

			Moon took it somberly. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“Do you have a death wish or something?” Bean snapped at Troy as the leejes removed their helmets. “You could have died back there!”

			“We all got to go sometime. I’m at peace with that.” Troy shrugged and clapped his friend on the back. “Besides, you know me.”

			“Yeah, I do.” Bean punched his friend in the shoulder. “That’s why I worry.”

			“I got this, muchacho,” Troy said with a grin. “We’ll get back to see those babies of yours. Uncle Troy has to teach them some bad habits.”

			“It ain’t over yet,” Sam growled. “Quit yapping, get your buckets on, and be ready for a counterassault. It’s what the Wolves would do if the tables were turned.”

			Looking down like scolded puppies, the two legionnaires again donned their helmets and looked to take up defensive positions.

			It was dark now. The sun was gone, and the dark clouds were just beginning to empty their payloads of water on the planet below. 

			Sola came running up to Sam. “There’s a lot of movement in their camp. I think the cannon is ready.” She looked beyond weary, and her eyes held a deep sadness, but her voice remained strong. She hadn’t broken. Not yet. “I think we’d better prepare for an assault.”

			“Already on it.” Sam stepped up to Captain Zeno. “Sir? Plan B?”

			Captain Zeno nodded. 

			That was all Sam needed.

			“Troy!” he shouted. “Ready to test your piloting skills on that hunk of junk in the airfield?”

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			Sam turned back to the resident expert on getting around Cononga undetected. “Sola, you think you can sneak Troy out the back of the palace and get him some wheels?”

			“I need to find Fenra.”

			“We’ve got her. She’s all right. Getting patched up inside, but we’re all gonna be in deep if Troy can’t get out to the airfield right now.”

			“Yeah,” Sola said. “Okay.” She motioned for Troy to follow her.

			“Get it in the air if you can,” Sam said, thumping the private on his shoulder as he walked by. “We’ll hold here. You did good today. You saved a lot of lives.”

			“Just doing my job,” Troy said. “Or not doing my job, if you ask Major Roy, but not doing it real well.”

			“Try not to crash,” Bean said. 

			“If I do,” Troy said, following Sola, “I’ll make sure to land on your fat head. Can’t miss it!”

			Sam motioned to the rest of the legionnaires. “I want you all ready to KTF. Buttress the Conongans’ lines. Make those rebels pay for every inch they push forward.”

			Lyn came out of the palace to join them. The liaison was covered in blood from his white apron to his gloved hands. The look on his face was one Sam recognized easily. He was in shock. Probably from what he had seen, what he’d had to do to save lives. The lives he hadn’t been able to save. He nodded dumbly to Sam as he removed his gloves and sat down with a canteen of water. 

			Moon and Fenra joined the group a moment later. Everyone looked like ghosts of who they actually were. With sleep, hot food, and hotter showers they might look like people once again, but that was a long time coming, and at the moment, they seemed more likely to wind up in graves than showers.

			“I didn’t know it was like this,” Lyn said to everyone and no one. “I didn’t know. How could I have known?”

			“No point now in playing what-ifs and maybes,” Sam said, shaking his head. The pain in his chest was getting worse. Doc, or one of the medics, should probably take a look at him, but there was no time. One way or another, they were close to the end. 

			“I should have just reported the document was signed,” Lyn said. He lowered his head, and tears splattered the inside of his glasses. “I should have… done something.”

			A moment of silence fell over the group. 

			Doc moved away from Captain Zeno and beckoned Sam over. “He’s lost a lot of blood, and I’m not sure if his vocal cords are going to heal, but he’ll live. He’s one tough son of a gun.”

			“Doc says you’ll make it, sir,” Sam called over to the captain.

			Captain Zeno nodded, his good eye taking in his sergeant. He pointed to his captain’s insignia on his armor, then pointed to Sam.

			“I got you, sir,” Sam said. He understood. He would be the one leading from here on out. 

			A Conongan soldier came running into the courtyard, hopping over sandbags. His eyes were alive with fear. “They’re coming! The rebels are attacking!”

			Sam was beyond exhausted. Fatigue mixed with pain and remorse, but he didn’t feel afraid. “Show me.” 

			He ran with the Conongan soldier to the palace gates looking out over the square. The light rain had intensified to huge droplets of water that slid over and under his armor.

			The enemy rebels were definitely stirring, but they were still gathering their ranks, not yet advancing from their positions.

			How can there still be so many of them? 

			“We shootin’ again?” Bean asked over L-comm. “What does this make, round four or five? I feel like a heavyweight boxer in a championship match. My body feels like it too.”

			“I hear that,” Sam said. “We’ll be all right. We’ll make it.”

			“Yes, sir,” replied Troy, sounding as though he didn’t quite believe it.

			Sam pushed away all doubt from his mind. “We hold the palace.”

			Sola appeared a moment later, out of breath. “Your private is on his way like a Tumerion out of hell. Now I need to check on Fenra.”

			“She’s with Moon, but before you go—the rebels are preparing their advance. I want you to have your men open up on the rebels once they reach the halfway point across the square. Then fall back into the palace courtyard before you get overrun. Once you get inside, split your force equally to the east and west ends of the courtyard. I’ll bring the Iron Wolves right up the middle with whatever vibro shields are still working.”

			Sola shook her head. “Those things aren’t miracle weapons, you know. They barely handled the beating they took last time. I swear, they must feed you legionnaires crazy pills in the morning.”

			“And two before bed,” Sam quipped.

			“Fine,” Sola said. “We’ll get it done.”

			“Oorah?” Sam said. 

			“No.”

			“Oh, come on. You got to ‘oorah’ with us at least once. Even Fenra was letting out a few howls earlier.”

			“Yeah, well, Fenra also licks her private parts in public.” 

			“Come on. Just once.” 

			“Sorry. Not my thing.”

			“We’re going to need it to be everyone’s thing if we plan on living through this.” Sam lifted his head to the darkening sky, inviting the crazy to guide him through what would come next. “Oorah!”

			



		

Chapter 36

			The militia followed the plan perfectly. As soon as the rebels reached the middle of the square, the Conongans engaged them from entrenched positions. For now, they were keeping them back, but it wouldn’t last. Once the rebels and sectoids brought up their full force, the outmanned militia would have to fall back.

			“Sergeant,” Troy said over L-comm, “I’m inside this old beaut. Gonna take me a while to figure out how to get her going, though. She is ancient.”

			“Copy. Keep me up to date.” 

			Sam had to believe Troy would find a way to get the bird in the sky and give them the advantage they needed, but he wasn’t planning on that happening. He had to prepare for the worst. 

			With the skirmish picking up in the middle of the square, Sam took a moment to give the Iron Wolves one last pep talk. Just five legionnaires remained, including himself. Captain Zeno was out of the fight. Troy was on assignment. Biel and Jarman were gone.

			That left Doc, Thompson, Hall, Bean, and himself.

			That was it. That was what was left. 

			It would be enough. It had to be enough.

			The rain alternated between torrents and light sprinkles, as if the weather couldn’t make up its mind about what sort of misery it wished to dish out. Either way Sam’s armor was drenched; only his synthprene undersuit kept his body dry. 

			“You all know me well,” he said, using the comms but still shouting. His nerves prevented him from doing anything less. “You know my story. I’ve been busted from sergeant to corporal more times than I care to admit, and those of you who have been in the Wolves long enough know why.”

			He looked down. “I’m aware of my faults as a leader. I understand the danger I pose to this unit whenever I… lose control. If it weren’t for Captain Zeno, I likely wouldn’t even still be in the Legion. But the Iron Wolves… they have room for the head cases like me, and that’s what I’m asking from all of you. We don’t have the numbers or the equipment to fight this out the way we’re accustomed. So I need something else from you instead. I need you Wolves to get lost in your ferocity.

			“If it’s our time to go, then it’s our time to go. Nothing is going to change that. If today is that day, then we KTF until our graves come calling. We fight as long as our lungs draw breath—and then we get up and fight some more for the man standing beside us. Kill them first… kill them all!”

			“Oorah! Oorah! Oorah!” the Iron Wolves howled back. 

			* * *

			The Iron Wolves formed a center wedge at the palace gates, their vibro shields already beeping in warning that charge was low. The Conongan militia were falling back around them, the strategic withdrawal underway. Many of them looked scared. 

			Sam stood tall. These Conongan men would look to the Iron Wolves for leadership now more than ever. Our courage is their courage.

			“The rebels made a mistake today!” Sam screamed on external comms. He wanted the militia to hear this too. “They think they’re facing men! They’re wrong—they’re facing Wolves! Let’s show them the difference!”

			“Oorah! Oorah! Oorah!” 

			More Conongan soldiers ran past. Fenra and Sola were the very last to make it through a spray of enemy fire chasing at their heels. 

			Sam’s heart felt like it was going to explode in his chest. Adrenaline caused his very muscles to shake. “Kill them all!” he roared. 

			“Oorah!”

			The first wave of rebel soldiers crested the steps leading into the palace. It was clear they were under the impression they had already achieved a rout. They were not expecting to meet a wall of legionnaires blood-crazed and ready to annihilate. They were not expecting to be cut down by the Iron Wolves. 

			But more pressed through right behind them. 

			With a quick pull of his Anvil’s trigger, Sam split open the head of a rebel soldier charging toward them, then pumped blaster bolt after blaster bolt through the armor of a sectoid mercenary until its chest looked like a collection of small craters. He dropped a third target before the Anvil clicked dry. 

			The Conongan militia on either side of the Iron Wolves boxed the enemy in with narrow alleys of concentrated fire, keeping the rebel militia from going around and flanking the shield wall. The dead rebels fell so quickly that their bodies were impeding the progress of those behind them. 

			Sam threw his empty Anvil to the ground and drew his blade, though he didn’t look to have the opportunity to use it. If they can’t even get past their own dead, how are they going to get to us?

			A warning shout came from Doc Dobson. “Grenades!”

			The rebels had realized they weren’t going to take the palace courtyard with a blind charge of sheer force. Black steel balls of death came flying over the walls. 

			“Down!” was all Sam could scream before they detonated. 

			They sent the body parts of those already dead flying across the courtyard. Fortunately not a single grenade made it behind the Iron Wolves’ shield wall, but two rolled to a stop just a few yards in front. They were enough to knock the legionnaires back in a mess of vibro shields and bloody rain. 

			“Get back on the line!” Sam ordered over the comms. “Get back—”

			His right shoulder felt a pain so intense it took the breath out of him. The smell of his own burning flesh reached his nostrils as he went down. 

			Ahead of him, the men’s vibro shields began to flicker and fade. They were about done. Doc grabbed him and dragged him behind the cover of a few sandbags. 

			“Let me check you out, Sarge.”

			Doc inspected the wound before cauterizing it with a flare. Skinpacks were all gone now. White-hot pain penetrated Sam’s shoulder, causing him to howl with pain. 

			Captain Zeno’s unnervingly hushed voice came over the comms doling out orders. It was good to hear he had his voice back. It was even better seeing the man himself race into the battle. 

			Sam leapt to his feet. 

			What he saw nearly broke his fighting spirit, if such a thing were possible for a legionnaire. The rebel grenades had disrupted the Iron Wolves’ center wall, and a large push of insurgents and mercenaries had broken through the palace gate. Fighting was taking place in all corners of the courtyard now. Sectoids rode in on their huge insect-like mounts, bullying their way past sandbagged entrenchments. Injured beasts who’d lost their riders were adding to the chaos, attacking friend and foe indiscriminately.

			From whatever defensive positions they could find, the Iron Wolves and Conongan militia poured fire at close range, but it seemed that for every rebel who fell, twice as many replaced him.

			This is it, Sam thought as he ran to join his men. This is when I die. 

			The thought felt strange. Like death was some date he had marked on his calendar. Some appointment that was occurring right on schedule… and unexpected all the same. 

			He spotted Thompson, going down under a barrage of blaster fire. 

			He saw Captain Zeno, his neck bleeding through a partially dislodged skinpack, taking the head off a sectoid with the edge of his fading vibro shield. The captain pulled his sidearm and sent bolts into the eyes of the beast the sectoid had ridden on, but was then lost from view as the monster’s body crashed down on him.

			The other leejes were nowhere to be seen. 

			Oba, let me die well, Sam thought. 

			From the broken gates connecting the stairs to the palace courtyard, the green visage of Commander Tor appeared behind a four-man bodyguard. Each soldier carried a heavy blaster rifle.

			Thank you, Oba.

			“Tor!” Sam screamed like a maniac and raced straight toward the rebel commander he’d sworn to end on the field. He bottled his pain and used it as fuel. “Tor!”

			Weapons fire sizzled around Sam’s feet as he ran. A sectoid attempted to strike him with the butt of its rifle, but with a single swipe of his big leej knife, Sam separated the merc’s arm from its body in a spray of green blood. 

			Sam didn’t slow for a second. Being a moving target was the only thing keeping him alive right now. To stand still meant death. 

			He leapt over a low wall of alien corpses and barreled toward the alien commander, mere yards away now, his flickering blue shield leading the way. 

			The green-skinned aline saw Sam’s charge. He met it with a cruel smile of recognition and pointed his weapon at the legionnaire. His guards did the same. 

			Leap of faith, Sam told himself. 

			He let the rage take him. 

			The battlefield seemed somehow distant. Distorted. Blurred. Shadowy.

			Quiet.

			Just the sound of the air circulating through his lungs. 

			His feet hitting the ground.

			His blood pumping through his veins.

			He hurled himself into the entourage. His armored shoulders and back crashed into two of the bodyguards like a wrecking ball. He whirled about them, savagely wielding his knife, slicing faces, spilling entrails.

			Savage.

			That’s what it was. The Savage Wars revisited. 

			The Iron Wolves answering invasion with ferocity. Once again. 

			Sam used the last of his vibro shield’s power to cut through armor, flesh, and bones as if they were nothing at all. The rebels screamed in terror.

			Sam relished every moment.

			So much blood covered Sam, he couldn’t tell what was his own and what belonged to his enemies. His shield was dead, his gun was gone, but he still had his knife.

			Tor stepped backward, fear in his eyes. The commander’s last bodyguard was dead on the field.

			Sam attacked.

			* * *

			The aline dodged and attempted to squeeze behind him. Sam pivoted, keeping Tor’s weapon in close. He struck the rebel commander’s wrist with a forceful elbow strike, and it clattered to the ground. 

			Now. 

			Now he had him.

			He swung his blade up, slicing a gash in Tor’s arm. He was about to bring his blade down for a final strike—when something cold, like a frozen needle, slipped through the side of his armor. 

			He looked down to see Commander Tor’s free hand pressing the hilt of a knife between his ribs. The blade was buried deep in his torso. 

			Sam succumbed to a sudden, uncontrollable weakness. All the rage and strength fled his body in a wave of cold sweat. His legs gave out underneath him. He sank to his knees. His arms slumped. His knife slipped from his fingers and clattered harmlessly to the ground. 

			Sam could hardly breathe. Each lungful of air came at a cost that was becoming harder and harder to pay. 

			Commander Tor stood over Sam, sneering. “You stupid legionnaires should have run when you had the chance.” He leaned down, ripped the blade from Sam’s side, and prepared to skewer him again. “Now you’ll all die here on Cononga.”

			The air itself exploded above Sam. His first thought was that the cannon had destroyed Breaker, bringing an end to those Iron Wolves high above. Leejes who’d never even gotten the chance to look their attacker in the eye.

			But then a more distinct noise descended over the battle. Weapons fire from a Republic drop shuttle.

			The Wolves. They’re here.

			



		

Chapter 37

			An ancient, derelict craft stormed across the battlefield in a low buzz, obliterating the rebel forces with massive fifty-caliber slugs.

			Sam couldn’t believe his eyes, which were regaining sight as adrenaline—and new hope—surged through his body. 

			Neither could the rebel commander. Tor looked upward for a split second, his mouth sagging open, and this tiny window of opportunity was all Sam needed. With a quick roll he tripped the commander, sending them both rolling down the stone palace steps.

			It was a long way to the bottom, but that was fine by Sam. He was the only one in armor. The longer the better. 

			Both aline and legionnaire fought for the hilt of the blade. The pouring rain, the disorienting tumble, the repeated jarring thuds against the stone, made it impossible for Sam to gain the upper hand.

			But surely Tor was going to be worse for wear when they reached the bottom.

			The sounds of the craft flying overhead and peppering the rebel forces played somewhere in the background, but they were distant in Sam’s mind. His focus was on two thoughts only.

			Get the blade. Slit Tor’s throat. 

			The two opponents reached the bottom of the stairs and splashed into a pool of muddy water. But the fall had done its job. Tor’s grip on the knife had loosened. Perhaps he’d hit his head a few times on the way down. 

			Sam grabbed the commander’s knife hand and slammed it against the ground hard, knocking the weapon loose and sending it skittering away, lost beneath the surface of the water. 

			Then he pulled Tor close and rolled on top of him. The rebel screamed in rage and clawed at Sam’s throat with both hands, but Sam weaved his arms inside Tor’s, grabbed the rebel commander’s head, and forced it hard to the left, so that his ugly face was submerged under the muddy water. With both palms on the side of Tor’s face, he held it down. 

			Bubbles drifted to the surface—an underwater scream. Tor’s hands, legs, his entire body spasmed, thrashing, fighting in vain to push Sam off. Sam’s arms burned. The surge of strength he’d gained at the sound of the craft was fading, the blood still pumping out of the wound in his side, but there was no way he was going to let up now. The rage had him. He hung on.

			Finally, Commander Tor’s body went still. 

			The bubbles of air ceased. 

			Sam rolled off his enemy and flopped onto his back in the rainwater, feeling its coldness surge into his wound. He gazed up at the dark, rain-soaked sky, where a rust bucket of a craft flew back and forth over the battlefield, meting out destruction with twin cannons shooting old-school slugs. 

			It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 

			He had completely tuned out the chatter on his comm, but now it found its way through to his consciousness. He heard…

			… cheering.

			The Conongan militia were cheering. 

			The battle had been won, but the cost…

			He strained for word from any Wolves. He heard nothing. His eyes couldn’t… couldn’t focus on his HUD. Couldn’t check for vitals. 

			Were they all dead? 

			Then let him join them.

			Footsteps ran past him. Rebels, fleeing into the night. Leaderless and without air support. They ignored the legionnaire lying on his back at the bottom of the stairs. Perhaps they thought he was dead.

			Perhaps he was.

			“That super cannon is still powering up, Troy!” 

			Moon’s voice. Over comms.

			“You gotta take it out now!”

			Sam turned his head to the right, almost lazily. The super cannon was in the distance, pointing skyward. It glowed a dull red. 

			“Hold on to your panties down there,” Troy said, bringing the ancient starfighter around. “I got this.”

			Sam watched as the rust bucket strafed the ground leading toward the cannon, but its fire stopped before it reached the weapon itself. 

			“Uh, got a problem here,” Troy said, the craft maneuvering in a tight U-turn. “Guns went dry.”

			Something was happening at the end of the world-eating super cannon. A red-hot ball was beginning to form, crackling with energy. 

			Whatever that weapon did… it was about to do it.

			“Plan B,” Troy said.

			The starfighter turned. 

			Troy had set his ship on a collision course with the enemy weapon.

			A tense silence descended over comms as the old relic picked up speed. 

			Then…

			“This one’s for the Wolves,” Troy said. “You boys get on home, and if anyone asks… tell ’em I didn’t forget nothin’.”

			* * *

			Sam woke in a clean white room. 

			Am I dead? 

			A familiar, rancid odor filled his nostrils. 

			Fenra’s heavy, gray head came into focus directly over him. Sola appeared next to the lyconlore a moment later. 

			“There he is.” Sola nudged the grinning Fenra. “Go get the captain.”

			Fenra growled something, then disappeared from view. 

			“She says you look like death.” Sola chuckled. “I’d have to agree with her.”

			Sam winced and looked around. He must be in the palace. Every inch of his body ached with a deep soreness. 

			Memories of the final battle—and Troy’s sacrifice—flooded his mind. 

			“What… what happened?” He tried to get out of bed, and nearly fell. His head pounded and he fell back, as weak as he could ever remember. “Troy?” he asked.

			Sola placed a hand on his shoulder. “Troy saved all of us. There’s not a Conongan soldier, citizen, or Iron Wolf who doesn’t owe him their life. Your men up on the Breaker, too.”

			“So the rebels…”

			“Broken. Routed. I wouldn’t have believed it could happen, but our intel is pretty clear. Whoever survived… they’re not regrouping.”

			“How long have I been out?”

			“Almost two days. You were bleeding out and had more injuries than a—a—well, you were ripped up pretty bad. We thought we lost you a few times. Fenra was heartbroken.”

			“Just Fenra, huh?” Sam asked with a twitch of his lips. 

			Sola’s eyes twinkled. “Why? Who else would be missing you?” 

			Captain Zeno walked into the room. 

			Sola quickly stepped back. “I’ll let you two do your legionnaire thing,” she said. With a nod to the captain, she left the room. 

			“Sir,” Sam said. He attempted to salute, but his arm hung limp and unresponsive. “I know we lost Thompson and Troy. The others?”

			Captain Zeno spoke with a gravelly rasp. “All alive. Troy made sure of it.” A metal brace had been fitted snugly against the side of his neck. Sam wondered if it was helping him talk.

			“Alive and… well?”

			Captain Zeno took a chair by Sam’s bed. “Hall is recovering. Like you.”

			“Shouldn’t we be in a brig right now?” Sam was trying to piece together the events that had transpired while he was out. “The Republic must have sent somebody. The Breaker at least, if not to help, then to force us to leave.”

			“It turns out Lyn’s not the Senate liaison we thought he was. Or maybe he was exactly the person we thought… but after seeing war first-hand…” Captain Zeno shrugged. “It seems he told the Senate that he had confirmation that Cononga sat on a huge mine of larium ore. Of course, with that news, the Senate practically begged for President Gen to sign the papers.” 

			“And… is that true?”

			Lyn appeared at the door. “Could be. They have mines. Who knows what’s in them? Glad to see you well, Sergeant.”

			“And you, Lyn.” Sam turned back to Zeno. “Still, we disobeyed orders.”

			“Did we? Because the story I heard is that Cononga was already a part of the Republic when the attack happened. As such, it was the duty of the Iron Wolves to stand by our allies and defeat our mutual enemies.”

			“Huh,” Sam said. 

			Lyn smiled. “The Iron Wolves are set to be stationed out by day’s end. Delta Company from the Twenty-Second is due to replace you all.”

			“History is written by the victors,” the captain said. “The Wolves will be remembered as heroes, which they are. Yourself included. And Troy will get the Order.” 

			“Good,” Sam said. “Not… not the being a hero part, but for Troy. His family and friends—the whole galaxy—should know what he did here.”

			“Oorah to that, Sergeant.” Captain Zeno rose from his seat. “Rest up. There are more wars to fight. The Iron Wolves need you.”

			Sola reappeared in the doorway. Lyn cleared his throat. “Well, Captain, perhaps you and I should, uh…”

			Zeno smiled. “Yes. Don’t we have that…”

			“Appointment,” Lyn finished.

			“Right.” 

			Zeno and Lyn shuffled out the door, leaving Sam alone with Sola.

			“Sounds like the Iron Wolves are leaving Cononga,” Sam said, feeling suddenly melancholy at the prospect. He was going to miss Sola. Fenra, too.

			Sola took a seat on the side of Sam’s bed. “Didn’t figure you’d stay.”

			Sam sighed. “Yeah. Life in the Legion, huh?”

			“Yeah.”

			She leaned down and planted a long kiss on Sam’s lips.

			“What was that for?”

			“For being crazy enough to save me. And my country.” Sola looked at him thoughtfully. “The verdict is in.”

			“What verdict is that?” Sam asked, feeling a welcome flush from Sola’s kiss. 

			“The Iron Wolves are still every bit the heroes they were in the Savage Wars.” 

			Sam smiled. “Would you go so far as to say we’re… legends?”

			“I wouldn’t go quite that far, but I would say…” She leaned down and whispered in his ear, her breath hot on his cheek, “Oorah, Sergeant Samson.”
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Dear Mom and Dad,
If you’re reading this, I’m not coming home.

			Prologue

			Corporal Garo Lankin ducked as blaster bolts chewed holes out of the duracrete wall above him. Little fragments plinked off his helmet as he pushed his back against the wall and pulled the empty charge pack from his N-4. 

			A blast from a 74K blaster cannon slammed into the building in front of him, tearing a fist-sized hole in the duracrete. Lankin scrambled away from the falling debris, bumping into LS-34, Corporal Burga. They rolled into the dirt, coming up on their knees.

			“Hey, watch it, Lankin!”

			Lankin ignored him, turning to search their line for LS-12, Sergeant Talon. The squad’s leader was at the far end, laying down an impressive amount of fire with an N-60. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Lankin knew that if Sarge had the 60, one of the platoon’s four heavy gunners had gone down, and he didn’t want to think about who that might be.

			“Stryker-17 to Stryker-10,” LS-15, Corporal Pax said over the squad’s L-comm channel, using Talon’s call sign. 

			As squad leader for 1st Squad, the sergeant’s designation was Stryker-10 and his subordinates designated 11 through 19. 2nd Squad’s team leader, Sergeant Jarel, was designated Stryker-20 and his subordinates were 21 through 29.

			“Go Seventeen,” the sergeant said, blasts from his 60 echoing through his transmission.

			“If we don’t get moving, Sarge, these kelhorned apes are going to pin us down and we won’t have anywhere to go!”

			“I’m aware of that…” He let off a burst from the 60. 

			Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat-dat!

			“…and I’m working on getting…” 

			Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat-dat!

			“…us out of here!”

			The platoon battle channel buzzed. “Stryker-21 to Command, we’re taking fire from the ridge in Grid-12-Charlie, request suppressive fire, over!”

			Captain Kato, commanding officer of Stryker Company, 71st Legion, answered. “Command to Stryker-21, acknowledged. We’re all taking fire, leej. Keep your head down, we’re setting up artillery as we speak.”

			Lankin caught a glimpse of Corporal Eriston, LS-37, lying face down in the dirt, blood pooling under his body. His stomach turned at the sight of his friend. He clenched his teeth, working his jaw muscles in frustration. With Eriston down, their casualties had reached six already.

			And the situation was only going to get worse. 

			Larkin tore his gaze away from his friend and made a silent vow. I’ll make them pay. 

			The Tarax had attacked just as the platoon had reached the outskirts of the city, pinning them down in a row of one and two-story, red or brown brick houses. The blue-skinned mercenaries had kidnapped a traveling senator, en route to negotiate a trade deal with a neighboring system, and were trying to ransom him. Not the best idea in the galaxy to begin with, but what complicated their prospects even further was the Legion cruiser Vendetta, whose company of legionnaires just happened to be conducting training in the very same system.

			From his position behind the village’s protective wall, Lankin couldn’t see the four-eyed, big-headed aliens, but he knew they were out there. They’d pinned his squad down in a hilltop sculpture garden featuring a collection of statues arrayed around a fountain. At any other time, the view might have been beautiful; now the only thing Lankin could see was a distinct lack of cover.

			Other Tarax fire teams had taken up positions atop the buildings across the square, raining down almost constant fire on the legionnaires’ position for what felt like hours, though the mission clock in Lankin’s HUD told him they’d only been engaged for fifteen minutes. 

			We’re not going to last another five if we stay here. 

			Lankin scanned the row of brick huts situated along the south side of the square, running between his squad and the line of buildings occupied by the enemy. As far as he could tell, the Tarax hadn’t secured any fighting positions among the huts. If he could find a good vantage point…

			Keeping his head down, Lankin worked his way down the squad’s line, stopping beside Sergeant Talon. Blaster bolts raked the top of the brick wall, spewing fragments over the legionnaires. Talon ducked, pressing his back against the wall as Lankin took a knee beside him.

			“Sarge,” Lankin said. “I got an idea.”

			“What do you got, Garo?”

			“If I can make it to those huts to the south, I might be able to flank them.” Lankin pointed with a bladed hand.

			“This another bid for the Gauntlet?”

			Lankin shook his head. “Just tired of being a fish in a barrel, Sarge.”

			Talon looked over his shoulder. “Even if you make it over there, you’ll never be able to make those shots.”

			“I can make the shots,” Lankin said, sounding more confident than he felt. “If I can take out that 74 emplacement, it might give us enough time to maneuver out of this kill box we’re in. I just need a little bit of suppressive fire and maybe a can of smoke.”

			“I knew you were stupid, Garo. Are you crazy, too?”

			“I think maybe a little bit of both.”

			The sergeant paused, seeming to consider Lankin’s request. A moment later Lankin heard Talon’s voice over the company channel. 

			“Stryker-1, Stryker-10, we might have a way to flank the enemy to our west. Lankin will be moving to the south, repeat, Stryker elements will be advancing along the south side of the square. How copy?”

			“I copy, Sergeant. Friendlies to the south.” Captain Kato relayed the information to the rest of the company, ensuring everyone had the information. With the new friend-or-foe targeting system on the helmet’s HUD, friendly fire wasn’t much of an issue, but completely trusting Republic military equipment—even legionnaire equipment—was a recipe for disaster. Lack of battlefield communication had led to more defeats throughout history than anything else, especially in the heat of intense blaster fire.

			Sergeant Talon readied his men. “Stryker company, on my command, I want suppressive fire on the buildings to the west, copy?”

			As the chorus of acknowledgements came in, Lankin got to his feet, ready to spring into action.

			Talon pulled a smoker from his chest harness and popped the safety. “You ready?”

			Lankin nodded. “Let’s do this.”

			“Smoke out!” Talon tossed the smoker over the wall, lifted the N-60 into position, and went back to work. “Covering fire!”

			Lankin took several breaths, trying to steady his nerves. The smoke curled into the air, and he sprinted forward, leaving the cover of the wall behind. He was halfway to the huts when pockets of earth and grass erupted, blaster fire tearing the ground behind him. He cursed and pushed himself harder. 

			As he neared the first building, he jumped into the air, diving to cover as fire from the 74 converged on his position. He landed hard, somersaulting forward, coming to a stop on his chest. Blaster fire tore into the corner of the building, sending chunks of red brick and dust into the air.

			Lankin got to his feet and tongued his L-comm. “I made it.”

			“Oba, you’re a crazy scat-brained idiot, do you know that?” Talon told him.

			“I’ve been told that, yes.”

			Lankin dusted himself off and pulled the butt of his N-4 into his shoulder. He peered around the edge of the building, scanning the alley behind the row of huts. The best vantage point would be the second to last house in the row. From there he’d have a superior line of fire to the Tarax gun emplacements. In theory.

			Starting down the alley, his N-4 up, he scanned for threats. He made his way around trash bins, most of which hadn’t been emptied for quite some time, their contents spilling out onto the ground. He passed what was left of a service bot, its silver frame shattered. Power cables strung between the buildings sagged, looking like they hadn’t been serviced in years. 

			A high-pitched whistle cut through the air, followed by the smoke trail of incoming artillery fire. A second later a large boom ripped its way across the battlefield. The ground shook and the blast wave rattled the surrounding buildings.

			As the dust settled, movement from a second-floor window caught his attention. He stopped short, putting his back against a brick wall and bringing his rifle around on target. Through his sights, Lankin saw a Tarax woman closing her shutters. She froze, four round eyes locked on Lankin’s weapon. Her long red hair contrasted sharply against her blue skin, but concealed the prominent bulge at the back of her skull. 

			“Stay inside,” Lankin told her, not bothering to switch on his helmet’s speaker, waving a hand at the woman. She couldn’t hear him, and even if she had, Lankin wasn’t positive she’d have understood him. Finding a Tarax who spoke Standard was hit or miss. But she pulled the shutters closed, disappearing inside the hut. 

			You’ve got to be kidding me, Lankin thought, keying his L-comm. “LS-16 to all leej units, be advised there are civilians in the engagement area. Repeat, Tarax civvies in the engagement area.”

			Captain Kato’s icon flashed on Lankin’s HUD. “LS-16, are you positive about that?”

			“Positive,” Lankin said, eyeing the closed window. “At least one Tarax female, second floor of a house in this row to the south.”

			“Maybe you just didn’t see the blaster rifle?” suggested Sergeant Talon.

			“Possible, Sergeant. But she’s a hell of an actor if she’s a combatant.”

			Lankin pictured Captain Kato cursing the intelligence people who’d told them “with one hundred percent certainty” that the village had been evacuated of all civilians.

			Kato’s voice came through the L-comm a second later. “Stryker Command to all Stryker units, be advised, there are civvy targets present in your AO, check your fire.”

			Military intelligence, Lankin thought, shaking his head. Riiiight.

			He checked the closed window again, making sure she really wasn’t just trying to lull him into becoming a target, but it remained fastened. Lankin pushed on. He reached the rear entrance of the house he wanted and pressed himself against the wall, listening. Even with his external pickups on, he couldn’t hear anything over the constant barrage of blaster fire coming from the east. Which, he decided, would probably work in his favor. If it was too loud for him, it was surely too loud for any Tarax waiting inside.

			“Moving inside,” Lankin reported in through his L-comm, keeping Sergeant Talon informed of his progress.

			“Copy.”

			The door was locked, but a hard kick snapped the wood from its hinges, sending it tumbling inside. Lankin charged in, sweeping his N-4 across the small living space. One room—a table and chairs to his right and a small cooking space on the other side of that. He crossed to a set of stairs partially hidden behind a brick wall.

			Lankin rounded the wall and barely caught a flash of movement before something slammed into him. The legionnaire went down hard, landing on his back, helmet smacking against the tile floor. The N-4 flew from his grip, clattering to the tiles. 

			On instinct, Lankin scrambled back, away from the hooded figure that had knocked him over. 

			“Tam booya see nassa!” his attacker screamed.

			He rolled to his hands and knees, reaching toward his rifle, then aimed a powerful backward kick into the Taraxian. The alien grunted, stumbling back, regained his footing and charged again. Lankin made it to his feet just as the Taraxian reached him, screaming and throwing wild punches, all four eyes wide with rage. Lankin let his armored forearms and sides absorb the blows. He waited for an opportune swing and used the shrieking Taraxian’s momentum against him, tossing him aside.

			The alien crashed through the table, snapping the old wood. Picking himself up again, the blue warrior drew a long, curved blade from his black robes. Lankin drew his pistol and fired twice. The shots slammed into the alien’s chest, dropping him back into the ruined table. 

			“Idiot,” Lankin said, holstering his pistol and retrieving his rifle. 

			He pushed up to the second floor, finding several cots and trunks full of clothes, but no other hostiles. Lankin kept his distance from the windows looking out over the town square, staying in the back of the room where a ladder led to a hinged panel in the ceiling. 

			“Building clear. Heading to the roof.”

			“Copy, LS-16. We do not see anything on your roof, but there’s a low wall obscuring vision. Proceed with caution.”

			“Copy.”

			He slung his N-4 over his shoulder and climbed up one-handed, keeping his pistol ready. He let his helmet hit the panel, and then slowly pushed up a few inches. Sunlight spilled into the space—his HUD darkened almost instantly to protect his eyes from the sudden change from dark to light. Lankin quickly scanned the roof, relying more on his eyes than the bucket’s passive bioscan sensors to tell him if anyone else was on the roof with him. 

			He was alone. A thigh-high retaining wall bordered the roof, blocking his view of the surrounding buildings, but also providing some cover from enemy fire teams. He pulled himself through the hatch, slithered across the roof, and nestled against a wall. He craned his head back, looking over the edge of the wall, searching for his targets.

			Ten brick houses—most two or three stories tall—made up the northern edge of the square, eighty meters to Lankin’s right. Two Tarax fire teams hunkered down on the last two houses, firing on his fellow legionnaires. His bucket’s computer put the distance to the nearest three-man team, working a crew-served 74K blaster, at one hundred seventeen meters. 

			Lankin lined up the shot and fired. His first bolt slammed into the gunner, a short, stocky Tarax whose lips were curled into a snarl as he squeezed the dual butterfly triggers on the weapon. His blue head snapped back and the long-barreled blaster swung up as the alien fell, firing wildly into the air. The two others instinctively dropped to the roof, not realizing the shot hadn’t come from the ground or that Lankin still had eyes on them. 

			Sergeant Talon spoke softly to Lankin over the comm. “Nice shot, Garo.”

			He grunted an acknowledgement and drew a bead on one of the prone Tarax. It was shouting warnings—drawing the attention of the fire team on the next building. Lankin shot both and turned his attention to the second building.

			“Rooftop one clear,” he reported, his tone calm and matter of fact.

			“Copy. Nice work.”

			Four Tarax scattered for cover. Two ducked behind a large condenser unit, another scrambled to a hatch and disappeared inside the building, and the last cowered behind a small dish antenna. It was clear that this crew had figured out that the incoming fire was from the surrounding roofs. 

			Lankin’s first shot took out the Tarax behind the antenna dish, who was busily searching in the wrong direction. The blaster bolt knocked him forward—sending him stumbling over the retaining wall. 

			The two behind the condenser spotted Lankin and sent a barrage of answering fire, forcing the legionnaire down. Bits of brick exploded, raining fragments down around him. A chorus of alien shouting filtered in through his bucket’s audio receptors. The third Tarax returned and added his fire to his companions’.

			Lankin went to his right, pressing himself against the north wall and keyed his L-comm, switching from his direct link with Sergeant Talon to the company comm frequency. “Stryker-19 to Stryker-10, one fire team down. The second is focused on me for the time being, I’d suggest you move out.”

			“Roger that, 19, good work! Stryker-10 to command, 1st platoon is moving to the south, copy?”

			Captain Kato replied, “Copy that, Stryker-10.”

			The incoming blaster fire abated enough for Lankin to risk a peek over the wall. The three Tarax fighters split their attention between popping off random shots at him and the moving 1st platoon. He snapped off two quick volleys, forcing the Tarax to duck for cover. The one by the hatch returned fire at Lankin. The air around him sizzled as he dropped behind the wall again, counting silently and visualizing the enemy’s positions in his mind. 

			When the barrage ceased, he pushed up to a knee, stabilizing his N-4 on the wall. He leveled his optics, held his breath and squeezed the trigger. The Tarax’s head vanished in a mist of red. Lankin searched for his next target, not bothering to watch the dead Tarax fall. Behind the condenser, one of the aliens was bringing his blaster to bear on Lankin’s position. Lankin fired first. 

			He held his optics there, waiting for the last Tarax to pop his head up, when movement in the alley caught his attention. Four Tarax trotted between the houses to the west—escorting a hooded figure, practically dragging him down the street. 

			Oh, crap, Lankin thought, keying his L-comm. “LS-19, I’ve got an eyeball on the Primary! I count four indigs escorting him through an alley to the west.”

			Lankin tagged the party through his HUD, allowing the rest of his legionnaires to see on the map grid where the aliens were and what direction they were traveling in. The helmet’s software system would plot likely courses and update in real time.

			A blaster bolt zipped a few inches from Lankin’s head, sending up more chips of brick and dust into the air. He’d kept his head up too long. Stupid. But hopefully getting eyes on their objective would prove worth it. Lankin ducked and crawled through the roof hatch. He half-fell, half-slid down the ladder, then sprinted for the street. Pausing, he checked for targets, then turned left and headed west.

			“Stryker-19, Command, repeat! Do you have eyes on the senator?”

			“That’s affirmative, sir,” Lankin said. “Four hostiles. Still moving to the west. I’m in pursuit.”

			“Lankin, confirm your position,” Talon ordered. “I show you moving parallel to the objective.”

			Lankin puffed, “Affirmative. I’m heading west behind the huts on the south side of the village. The senator is approximately two hundred meters from my position, I’m going to try and flank them.”

			“Okay, stand by,” Talon said. “I’m bringing 1st platoon up behind you, hold position until we can link up.”

			A service bot floated through the alley, air shimmering underneath from its repulsor pad. It beeped annoyance at Lankin as he swerved to avoid it, seemingly unaware of the fierce battle going on around it.

			“Sarge, if I wait, we’ll lose them again. This might be our only chance to get him back.”

			Talon sighed. “Copy that. Stay with them, but don’t get in over your head, leej. First is inbound.”

			“Roger.” Lankin slowed, coming to a wide intersection. Peering around the corner, he saw a few Tarax several blocks down to his left. They were charging west, obviously trying to catch their companions, ignoring the legionnaires behind them. Playing catch up too, eh? 

			He took aim at the last alien and fired. The blast slammed into the Tarax’s shoulder, spinning him like a top, sending him staggering behind a brick hut. 

			Lankin sprinted across the street dodging answering fire from the aliens. They were wild, shooting more for effect than anything else. He pressed on through the tight alleys to the music of echoing blaster fire. After several minutes he managed to catch up to the fleeing Tarax and their hostage. 

			They were crossing another courtyard, this one more like a graveyard than a shrine, with small stone tablets and pillars scattered randomly. A small shuttle sat on the far side of the courtyard, atmo-wings folded in, cargo ramp lowered.

			“I’ve got them,” Lankin reported through the L-comm. “They’ve got a shuttle at the far end of the square. Probably counting on us not blowing up the senator.”

			“Copy that, 19, we’ll be at your position in three minutes. Do not engage until we arrive.”

			Lankin shook his head, clicked off his L-comm and muttered, “They’re not going to be here in three minutes.” 

			He took a knee, checking the distance to his targets. One hundred seventy-eight meters. Not terribly far for the N-4, but on moving targets holding a friendly? He would have to be sure of his shots. The senator’s captors were in tight formation around their prisoner—two in front and two in back. He didn’t have a shot on the lead element, but he felt reasonably confidently he could drop the two rear guards…

			Lankin went prone to steady his aim. He sighted a shorter Tarax wearing purple robes and carrying an old projectile rifle. The alien wasn’t moving fast. Because of their prisoner, they could only manage a brisk walk. He lined the crosshairs up and took a long breath, trying to slow his heart rate. In that space between breaths, the space of complete stillness, where he’d learned all those years ago to live, Lankin pulled the trigger.

			His N-4 gave its miniscule buck and the blast hit home, sending the alien tumbling to the ground. Without waiting to see if the Tarax was dead, Lankin lined up his next shot. 

			Breathe. Hold. Squeeze.

			The second alien fell with a cry of pain, caught in the middle of a surprised turn at the spectacle of his fallen comrade.

			The two forward guards turned out of the column, exposing themselves and giving Lankin a clear shot. They’d barely registered what was happening before Lankin’s blaster shots dropped them as well. 

			Without the Tarax forcing him along, the prisoner stopped, hooded and bewildered, obviously trying to figure out what was happening. 

			“Hello?” the prisoner said, his voice muffled by the hood.

			Pushing himself to his feet, Lankin activated his external comm. “It’s okay, Senator Hyskern, the Legion is—!”

			Blaster fire rang out and something punched Lankin’s chest armor, knocking him down. He landed on his back, gasping for air. Alarm bells clamored as he rolled to his side, struggling to gather his senses. A distant part of his brain told him if he didn’t react and return fire, he was dead and so was the senator. Four Tarax attackers came into the open from between a pair of houses sixty meters away.

			Ignoring the burning in his chest, Lankin rolled to his stomach, brought his N-4 up and fired. He didn’t bother with precision shots, there wasn’t any time for that. He simply pointed the weapon in the right direction and filled the air with deadly bolts of energy. 

			Two Tarax fell as he emptied his rifle’s charge pack. The other two ducked back between the houses. Lankin rolled from the middle of the alley, behind the edge of the nearest house. He hastily swapped out charge packs, slapping in a fresh one with one hand before peering back around the building.

			Out of the corner of his eye Lankin saw the senator hunched over in the middle of the street, trying to pull the hood off. He struggled and managed to pull it free, his human face written in fear and confusion. He flinched at blaster fire snapping around him, unsure which direction to turn. 

			“Stay down!” Lankin yelled over the external comms. “Just stay down.”

			He adjusted his position behind his N-4, grimacing at the pain in his chest. The Tarax were nowhere to be seen. Lankin took several agonizing breaths, wondering just how badly he was injured. The legionnaire armor provided some protection against small arms, but that protection was a bit more limited than their Republic overseers might want them—and the rest of the galaxy—to believe.

			A barrage of blaster fire sounded in the distance, followed by a short burst from projectile weapons, then more blasters. A moment later a Tarax stumbled into the courtyard. Lankin leveled his sights, but the alien collapsed before he got a shot off. It shuddered, then lay still.

			“Stryker-10, Stryker-19, are you all right? Confirm your position.”

			“HUD marker confirmed. I’m on the far west side of the houses. I’ve got the senator in sight and several enemy targets down.”

			“Copy that, we’re almost to you. Your bio-report says you’ve been hit.”

			“I’ll be all right.”

			“Copy,” Sergeant Talon said. “Kessler! Get your butt over to Stryker-19. Blue squad secure the senator. Green squad take care of the shuttle. I want the rest of you setting up a perimeter. No more surprises from the alleys, Legionnaires.”

			Lankin’s fellow legionnaires arrived, his HUD’s display filled with green dots setting up.

			Corporal Kessler, the squad’s medic, knelt beside Lankin and put a hand on his shoulder. “You okay, Lankin?”

			“I feel like I got hit by a truck,” Lankin said. “But I’m okay, I think.”

			Kessler helped Lankin to his feet. Sergeant Talon came over, his N-4 draped across his chest, barrel down. 

			“That’s some crazy shooting, Leej,” Talon said. He nodded at Kessler. “Go check on the senator. Make sure he’s all right.”

			“Roger, Sarge.” Kessler took off, passing a pair of Tarax pilots being frog-marched away from the idled down shuttle by green squad.

			Lankin grimaced at the pain in his chest. “Just point and shoot, Sarge.”

			“Yeah, but there’s maybe three other guys in the unit I’d trust to make those shots consistently, including Pax. And charging out here by yourself the way you did…” Talon shook his head. “You should’ve waited.”

			Lankin looked over his shoulder, making sure there wasn’t anyone else around to hear. “I had to do something, Sarge. I couldn’t let them get away, not when I was close enough to do something about it.”

			“I know. I would have done the same thing in your shoes. But that’s how legionnaires get themselves killed.”

			“Yes, sir. Platoon okay?”

			Talon nodded. “Lieutenant Friedo was hit by indirect fire, and—” the sergeant straightened as another legionnaire approached. “Captain Kato, sir.”

			The legionnaire captain slung his N-4 over one shoulder. His bucket was off, something most officers frowned upon, but then, Kato wasn’t most officers. His beard was trimmed short and even after years of wearing the bucket, his complexion was dark-tanned. 

			“Sergeant Talon. Corporal Lankin.”

			Both legionnaires snapped to attention, saluting sharply, saying in unison, “Sir.”

			A group of legionnaires escorted the senator, Kessler still scanning him for internal injuries. He looked fine on the outside, a little banged up, but nothing critical. 

			“Senator Hyskern, I’m Captain Kato, 71st Legionnaires, Stryker Company. We’re here to get you home, sir.”

			The senator looked shaken, maybe from physical abuse he’d endured or just the mental strain of being taken prisoner by aliens. Either way, he was obviously not accustomed to the horrors of war. He didn’t much look like a senator now. His expensive clothes were ripped and dirty. The skin around his swollen right eye was turning shades of black and purple. He could barely keep it open. His face was cut and scraped and blood dribbled from one ear.

			“Thank you, Captain. You saved my life. Oba knows what those kelhorned scum would have done had they gotten off-world.”

			Two shuttles zoomed by overhead, wings folding into landing position as they banked on approach. Three Republic tri-fighters screamed through the air behind the shuttles, splitting up to patrol. 

			“Thank you, Senator. I’ll have men from First Platoon escort you to the shuttle and back to the destroyer.”

			“I appreciate that, Captain, thank you.”

			Captain Kato turned back to Lankin and Talon as the senator was led away. “I’m not going to say I’m entirely pleased with your actions, Corporal Lankin, but there’s no doubt they were instrumental in the success of this mission.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“If I remember correctly, you’ve been turned down twice for sniper school, is that correct?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			 “If you’re still interested, consider yourself enrolled. I’ll make it happen,” Kato said.

			Lankin couldn’t stop the smile that broke across his face. He was thankful he was still wearing his bucket so that no one could see him grinning like a goof. He fought back the urge to laugh and, gathering himself, said, “I am, sir. Thank you, sir.”

			“It’s a tough school, Corporal. I won’t lie to you, the Gauntlet’s washout rate is ninety percent. But if you graduate, I’ll be sure to push the paper to have an extra rocker waiting for you when you get back to the company.”

			“I… I don’t know what to say, sir. Thank you.”

			“Don’t say anything until you’ve passed the Gauntlet. You might not be so thankful after that week. Trust me. Get with Pax, he’ll get you spun up on what you need.” 

			“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

			Captain Kato nodded. “We’ll get the paperwork started as soon as we’re off planet. In the meantime, let’s get that looked at.” He motioned to Lankin’s chest. “And we have some houses to clear, Sergeant Talon. You have the duty.”

			“Roger that, sir.” Talon clapped Lankin on the shoulder. “Nice work.”
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			Six Months Later

			Sergeant Garo Lankin cursed, grabbing the yellow safety bar above him as the shuttle bounced. He steadied himself with one hand, keeping his N-18 balanced, holding the barrel in the other. “Is it too much to ask to have a steady flight? I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

			The shuttle’s bay rattled and clanged from legionnaire gear. Each of the twenty leejes was strapped into their own drop seat, weapon clamped to the wall beside them, bucket secured in cubbies overhead. On any other drop, the seats would have been filled, but thanks to a combination of inept leadership and lack of actual tactical experience, only half of the available seats were full. 

			Sergeant Talon, sitting across from Lankin, laughed. “Got used to those civilian transports! Welcome back to the suck. You should be glad your seat has a cushion on it.” 

			Lankin glared at his friend. Sergeant Chase Talon lounged in his drop seat, absently twirling a braided cord around one finger. A small pendant twinkled in the light of the shuttle bay.

			Lankin couldn’t keep the smile from his face. Talon was the only man he knew who managed to be so nonchalant about a Silver Sword, the Legion’s fourth highest citation. “You know, for a minute there I thought I’d actually missed you.”

			His friend’s observation was accurate, however. Lankin had gotten used to the creature comforts of non-Legion life, even if the majority of his twenty-week sniper course had been spent cooped up in a classroom for ten hours a day. The school hadn’t taught him much more than he already knew about the fundamentals of long-distance shooting. Most of his time was spent debating the legal and moral—which he thought was more than a little ironic—implications of killing enemy targets.

			Their current situation notwithstanding, Lankin was glad to be back with his unit and friends. Though his return had brought with it more than one surprise.

			Talon caught the pendant and sat up, face covered in mock indignation. “Missed me? Says the guy who turned cloak and moved to 2nd Squad.” Talon shook his head. “I guess the standards for squad leaders are a bit more lax than they used to be.”

			Lankin laughed. “Now, you know I had nothing to do with that.”

			“Oh, sure, sure! It’s fine, you don’t hurt my feelings none.” Talon clutched at his chest and grimaced. “And after everything we’ve shared together.”

			“And everyone,” Corporal Joshua “Sweets” Sipin said from the end of the bay.

			Laughter rippled through the bay.

			Jerking a thumb toward him, Talon said, “Secret’s out, man.”

			Lankin shook his head. “The rumors never cease.”

			“You talking about that Putari girl last year, Sweets?” Corporal Burga asked. 

			 “That was never confirmed, Burga.”

			“Oh yeah, sure. Deny, deny, deny.”

			“Who’s denying?” Talon asked. “But if you’re going to tell the story, tell it right.”

			Burga held his hands up. “I’m just telling it like I heard it.”

			“That’s enough,” Lieutenant Duval said from near the front of the bay, rocking back and forth with the shuttle’s movements. From the strained look on his face, he was having a hard time keeping his calm and collected façade intact. 

			1st Platoon’s new lieutenant looked like he was barely out of his teens—his angled jaw and pale skin didn’t look like it had ever been touched by a razor. He’d been appointed by a senator Lankin had never heard of and had graduated from an accelerated officer training class three days prior to joining the company.

			“We are legionnaires,” the lieutenant said. “We are not a company of ruffians like the army or marine grunts. I don’t know what kind of leadership you men have experienced in the past, but I intend our platoon to be beyond reproach at all times. This kind of talk will not be tolerated, understood?”

			Silence fell over the bay, as if some magical force had just sucked all the life from the men inside. A couple of the legionnaires gave Lankin and Talon questioning glances, looking to their sergeants for confirmation of the lieutenant’s order. 

			Lankin saw Talon was about to retort and spoke up before he could put his boot in his mouth. “Yes, sir. Strykers are the storm, sir.”

			On cue, the legionnaires bellowed, “Feel the thunder!” 

			Their battle cry was accompanied by a resounding thud as the men of Stryker Company hammered fists against the unit crest emblazoned on their chest plates, an armored hand holding a lightning bolt against a red shield.

			Lankin held Duval’s gaze, absorbing the feeling of being loathed as the lieutenant’s eyes bored into his. The hatch behind the lieutenant opened and Captain Kato leaned through the opening. “Lieutenant Duval, would you assist me, please? We’re approaching the coast and I’d like your opinion on close approach vectors.”

			Duval kept his eyes locked on Lankin for another second, then turned away. “Certainly, sir. Always glad to be of assistance. I understand. Aerial reconnaissance wasn’t your specialty in OCS.”

			Kato shook his head, mouth twisting in a sardonic smile. “Couldn’t ever pick up the knack for it.”

			The lieutenant slipped past Kato, who gave Lankin a knowing look. Lankin grinned and shrugged. Kato pointed, shaking his head, then pulled the hatch shut, leaving the enlisted men to their rituals. 

			Lankin chuckled, returning his attention to his sniper rifle, finishing some adjustments to one of the retention knobs on his optical scope. “She was Rugarian, not Putari.” 

			The platoon erupted in laughter.

			Talon threw his hands up in surrender. “Now you’ve done it. Already got the new point on our butts.”

			To Talon’s left, Private Bishto leaned forward, eyes wide with curiosity. It was his first operation with Stryker Platoon and Lankin could see the kid was plenty green. It seemed like the warfighters coming out of Legion training were getting younger and younger. 

			“You had two Rugarians at the same time?” Private Bishto asked.

			“No,” Talon pointed a finger at the legionnaire. “You don’t get to ask about that, you’re too young. And don’t get any ideas, either. There isn’t going to be any funny business on this op, I can tell you that for sure.”

			 Bishto frowned. “Why not?”

			“Because, Boot,” Talon said, “This isn’t some core world with money to spend on beautiful women. If it was, they wouldn’t be having the kinds of problems that need leejes like us to solve. Gestor’s a backwater, nowhere world no one cares about, and no one’s ever heard of before. But some politician somewhere got their feelings hurt, so they sent us in to educate.”

			Lankin felt a twinge of sympathy for the private as his confusion deepened, but he’d been a boot too, it was all part of the game. 

			“I don’t understand,” Bishto said.

			Garo slipped his N-18 back into its retention clamps. “It’s a babysitting mission.”

			Talon leaned back, crossing his arms. “Damn basics couldn’t protect a tarpple from a pupatar. Honestly, how hard is it to protect a town full of miners? And look,” he motioned at the twenty legionnaires in the shuttle bay, “this drop doesn’t even rate a full company.”

			“Sorry to burst your bubble, kid,” Lankin said. “We’re the kinder, gentler Legion now. The days of dropping in, smashing everything, and going home are long gone. We’re glorified police.”

			“Not even,” Talon said. “Hell, the major didn’t even see fit to join the rest of us leejes on the ground.”

			Major Kuala Wyeire, Commander of Bravo Platoon, 71st Legion, had been appointed in much the same way Lieutenant Duval had been, by virtue of his political connections. Wyeire’s lack of prowess as a military commander was a well-known fact throughout the Legion, even if it was only talked about in the deepest, darkest depths of the enlisted corps. Lankin had met the major only once, at a regional Legion ball two years before. He’d been a captain then, but no less arrogant.

			Since Wyeire assumed command of the 71st, Lankin hadn’t seen or heard from the man. The only thing he’d done was abolish the use of nicknames, calling them an unprofessional and useless tradition that reduced company cohesion and only led to confusion during combat situations.

			“I, for one, am glad he’s not coming with us,” Lankin said.

			Talon nodded toward the hatch to the cockpit. “No, we’re stuck with Duval. That’s even worse.”

			“One point’s better than two,” chimed in a leej from somewhere down the shuttle.

			“Lieutenant Duval’s a point?” Private Bishto asked. “But I thought—” 

			“You thought?” Talon said, cutting the boot off. “What did I tell you about thinking? Until you earn your stripes, you don’t get to think.”

			Lankin eyed the young man, trying to decide if he’d truly ever been that green. 

			You’ve got a lot to learn, kid.

			There were far too many companies in the Legion unfortunate enough to have an appointed commander; it was something you got used to. You worked around it, planned for the foul up that would eventually happen, and tried your hardest to mitigate the fallout. It seemed to Lankin that even those in Legion High Command were aware of the complications inherent in such commanders and worked diligently to ensure any negative repercussions due to appointed commanders wasn’t traced to them, or at least kept to a minimum. Having two points in the same chain of command? That was virtually unheard of, a grim reminder of the House of Reason and Senate’s growing influence on what was supposed to be a supported but independent military. How First Platoon had been unlucky enough to draw a second point—and a brand-new lieutenant at that—Lankin would never know.

			We’re the storm all right, Lankin thought. A kelhorned hurricane.

			“At least Captain Kato is coming,” Talon said. “Maybe the mission won’t be a retantor cluster after all.”

			“Maybe,” Lankin said, not entirely sharing his friend’s optimism.

			The lights flickered from white to orange and the shuttle’s internal comms buzzed to life. Captain Kato’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Okay, men, heads up. We’ll be wheels down in five. I want buckets on and linked in thirty seconds.”

			Without getting up, Talon reached into the cubby and pulled his bucket free of the retaining strap. “Finally.”

			Lankin pulled his own helmet loose. “Do me a favor will ya?”

			Talon hesitated, his bucket almost covering his eyes. “Yeah?”

			“Don’t get me in front of the CO this time, deal?”

			Talon smiled. “Hey, it’s me!” He pulled the bucket down. His next words came through the helmet’s external speakers, distorted and mechanical. “Have I ever steered you wrong?”
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We all fought hard, I guess it was just my time to go.
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			Sergeant Chase Talon stepped off the ramp to allow his squad to file past. He mentally checked off every leej, visually inspecting equipment and weapons. Legionnaires were the best of the best, but that didn’t mean they didn’t sometimes forget things.

			 Lankin’s squad was next out and the new sniper, and even newer squad leader, joined Talon, his N-18 cradled in the crook of his arm. Talon admired the weapon—new and shiny, only fired in training, and Talon could guess how much his friend was itching to use it in combat. But before that happened, they had to survive the real horror of mission deployments: managing the troops.

			“Not such a dump after all,” Lankin said, scanning their surroundings.

			Talon grunted at four combat sleds pulling up to the edge of the landing pad. They boasted turret-mounted, twin-barreled N-50 medium blasters manned by Republic marines in jungle camouflage and helmets. 

			The Gangeers Spaceport was bustling with activity. At the far end, a large transport barge lifted off the tarmac, repulsor drives kicking up a cloud of dust. Several heavy lift bots carried unmarked containers from delivery trucks to collection points around the complex. Two shuttles sat in the southeast corner. One looked like it was in the middle of a complete refit.

			Guard towers marked all four corners of the port and the midpoints between, all manned by full marine squads. The towers had been reinforced with old shipping containers and plasma-hardened fencing. The perimeter was a no man’s land, open space enclosed between four-meter fences.

			The main gates at the north end of the complex were massive. Four additional towers provided overwatch for a pair of side-by-side entrances into the spaceport, one for regular ground traffic, the other for rail transport from the mines. 

			The spaceport was surrounded by lush green jungle. Wide emerald and gold leaves formed a canopy that stretched for kilometers to the east, north, and west. To the south, tall cliffs plunged into the coastline of Gestor’s largest ocean. 

			They’d received a bare-bones pre-op briefing package from Legion Intelligence, but words on a tablet did little justice to the sights they were taking in now. 

			Talon used his bucket’s optics and zoomed in on one of the taller trees to the north. Several small birds circled above it, though a few dove into the leaves then climbed back up through the canopy. Even with the shuttle’s engines still spinning down behind him, he could hear the birds screeching and cawing to each other.

			“It’s beautiful,” Talon said.

			Lankin slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, you ol’ softy, we’re warfighters, not tourists.”

			Talon killed his optical zoom. The squads had formed up, all twenty legionnaires standing at attention, awaiting orders. His men were disciplined and, judging from what he’d observed of the point’s attitude, that would probably be their only saving grace during the mission.

			“What’s this?” Lankin asked, nodding at four trucks pulling up beside the sleds. Marines jumped from the beds, taking a defensive formation around the edge of the landing pad. 

			Talon frowned. “What the hell are they doing in those things?”

			Captain Kato came down the shuttle’s ramp, followed closely by Lieutenant Duval. As the point passed them, Talon’s L-comm chimed with an incoming call. “Go for Talon.”

			Duval’s voice came through with a slight tinny sound. “Sergeant, your men’s formation is sloppy. See to it before the captain notices.”

			The connection terminated before Talon could reply. 

			It’s not a parade, you kelhorned idiot, Talon thought, looking over his men. They all stood perfectly straight, their gear in presentable condition. Talon couldn’t find any fault. Even so, he made a show of adjusting Bishto’s shoulder armor.

			A marine captain stepped to the front of their formation and saluted Captain Kato. 

			The legionnaire returned the gesture with crisp precision. “Captain Campbell.”

			“Captain Kato.”

			“Have your men stand down, Captain Campbell. This isn’t a parade.”

			“Of course, sir.” He ordered his men to stand easy, then motioned to the sleds. “I apologize for the condition of the sleds, Captain Kato. I’ve been asking for additional vehicle support through Command, but my requests have gone unanswered.”

			The sleds were older models but appeared operational. Talon had seen worse. The trucks the marines had arrived in bothered him more than the sleds. Not only were they local, which meant not built or serviced to Legion standard, it meant that they were most likely without armor. Driving around in unarmored vehicles in a combat zone was a recipe for disaster. 

			The red paint on the trucks had long ago faded in the Gestor sun, and many places were splotched in gray primer or simply rusting away. The tires—the rigs weren’t repulsor equipped—looked like they might blow at any moment and one of the trucks was completely missing a windshield. Squad automatic blasters were mounted in the beds of two of the trucks, their charge packs strapped to the base of the turret. 

			“Well,” Captain Kato said. “Maybe, with a little help from the Legion, we can work on improving your situation here. Why the extra security?”

			“A few weeks ago, a Republic envoy team and some replacement workers were attacked as they departed the port. Insurgents destroyed the vehicles and killed all fifteen people, then disappeared into the city before we could get a team out here.”

			Kato nodded. “Sergeant Talon, Sergeant Lankin, would you accompany the Lieutenant and me?”

			“Yes, sir,” they answered in unison.

			“Corporal Burga,” Talon said, stepping to his squad. “Get the men loaded up.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			As the squads filed into the three combat sleds, Talon and Lankin followed Captain Kato, Lieutenant Duval,  and Captain Campbell into the command sled. Legion transport sleds typically appeared in three configurations: combat, command, and medical. The command sled housed combat and control systems required for battle. 

			Talon and Lankin took seats at the rear, giving the officers room to work. As a staff sergeant, Talon was generally privy to command briefings, but he’d learned quickly, that being privy to and having a say in were two completely different things.

			The ramp on the back of the sled folded up and Talon swayed as it started off. Large screens displayed images from exterior cameras. 

			On screen, the convoy formed up: two of the local trucks at the front, then the combat sleds, followed by the command sled with the two remaining trucks bringing up the rear. 

			Outside the port, the convoy tightened up—the road was barely wide enough for a pair of sleds. It was barely a road. Almost immediately they were plunged into a tunnel hacked out of the jungle winding back and forth through the trees. Some sunlight filtered through the dense canopy, revealing multicolored foliage on the jungle floor.

			“It’s about five klicks to Gangeers,” the marine captain told them. “The mag-lev track runs more or less parallel to the east side of the main road.”

			“The track isn’t visible from the road?” Captain Kato asked.

			“Occasionally it is, sir,” Captain Campbell explained. “At several points they butt up to each other. They also cross at three points, but yes, it’s hidden by the trees for most of the route.”

			Talon pinged Lankin on a private channel. 

			“Go for Lankin.”

			“This terrain is a tactical nightmare.”

			Lankin nodded. “You’re telling me. I wonder why they haven’t pushed back the jungle? At least give it a few meters on either side. This whole road screams ambush.”

			“If the rest of the place is like this, no wonder they’ve been getting their butts kicked.”

			The sled slowed to pass two trucks filled with Gestori heading to the spaceport. The natives were about a head shorter than humans with mottled, almost reptilian skin. Two golden eyes separated by a flat nub just above their lipless mouths. They ignored the sleds, their expressions cold and dispassionate. 

			“They look horrible,” Lieutenant Duval said. 

			“They’re temporary workers from the mainland. The company flies them in to bolster the main workforce. They work for about a week, get a paycheck, and go home. Besides the residents in Gangeers, not a lot of natives like being so isolated from the rest of the world. The only way in and out of here is the spaceport and the old docks to the west, but those are only used for logistical traffic.”

			“How often do you patrol this road?” Captain Kato asked.

			The marine hesitated, as if not wanting to answer, then said, “At least daily.”

			You’ve got to be kidding, Talon thought.

			Kato cleared his throat. “And that seems adequate for the mission?”

			“No, sir, it’s what we have the manpower for. As it stands, my company has been on continuous rotation for two months, with no down days. Headquarters assured me a relief force would be on station three weeks ago, but it has yet to arrive. I have to say, I’m slightly disappointed at the number of men you’ve brought with you.”

			“Unfortunately, Captain, we all have mission parameters, and orders from our superior officers.”

			“Orders which were approved very high up the chain of command,” Duval put in.

			Talon wished he could see Kato’s expression underneath his bucket. He was sure the captain was boring blaster holes into the lieutenant with his eyes.

			“Here’s where the envoy team was attacked,” Campbell said, pointing to the screens.

			Outside, three charred vehicles—frames, really—had been pushed to the side of the road. The driver’s side of the lead vehicle had been imploded by something. 

			“And the enemy?” Kato asked, turning away from the display. “Any local knowledge you can share?”

			Captain Campbell shook his head. “We don’t know a lot. According to the reports provided by Duracore—that’s the local company that runs the operations—when the attacks started, they were few and far between, mostly relatively minor sabotage. But after an explosion at the mining complex, the Republic sent in the marines to help. Apart from knowing they’re sneaky, we’ve been able to uncover nothing else about them. We’re not even sure what they want.”

			Duval coughed. “How can you know nothing about your enemy, Captain? That’s the first rule of any conflict. If you don’t know who they are, how can you defeat them?”

			“We’ve tried a number of times to capture one of the insurgents, but they’re well equipped and know the jungles better than we do.”

			“Don’t the locals have any information?” Captain Kato asked.

			“Doesn’t that seem a little odd to you?” Lankin asked Talon through their secure channel.

			“Extremely,” Talon answered.

			“The locals…” The marine captain rubbed his chin, looking sheepish. “How to put this… The Gestori take their privacy very seriously. And it’s like pulling teeth to get anything from Duracore. They don’t interact with us much, the marines or Republic representatives stationed here. Hard to blame them really.”

			Duval stiffened. “Hard to blame them? Sounds like they’re a bunch of ungrateful swine. They should be singing the Republic’s praises for everything we’ve done for them. We are providing them protection at the risk of Republic lives and resources. This is why the House of Reason ought to move to take control of this entire operation. Refresh my memory, Captain. What is actually at stake here?”

			“The terms of the treaty… negotiated by the Republic offer certain tariff reductions in exchange for forty percent of the gross revenue of the mine and its subsidiaries.”

			Talon barely managed to hold back his surprise. He was no financial genius, but he had a little money invested in the market, and forty percent of the planetwide take was an astronomical amount. Billions and billions of credits. No wonder the Republic doesn’t want to lose control of this operation. 

			But why the lack of security? One would think with that large a financial stake in the success of the mining operation, the Republic would at least invest in adequate security forces. 

			Then again, Talon thought, it is the Republic.

			“Forty percent is a lot of money,” Captain Kato said.

			“Yes, sir,” Campbell said. “And as you can imagine, the company shares your sentiments. Which, I think, is the main reason they’re reluctant to share anything else with us. They feel as though they’re already paying the Republic a fortune; they expect us to do the rest without any further help from them.”

			“Have you explained to them that assisting us benefits them in the long run?”

			“Captain Kato, as I said, my company and I have been on station for a little over two months. With the shortfall of manpower, I’ve precious little time to foster any kind of meaningful relationships with the Gestori people. Though I doubt I’d have any luck with them anyway.”

			“Meaningful relationships.” Duval practically spat the words. “They are subjects of the Republic, in practice if not by name, and they should present themselves accordingly.”

			Captain Campbell nodded. “Of course, Lieutenant.”

			The sled’s internal speaker buzzed. “We’re reaching Checkpoint Alpha, Captain Campbell.”

			“Thank you, Corporal.”

			Images from the exterior cameras showed a break in the trees ahead—the road opened up into a field. Sunlight glared against the screens as they drove out from below the canopy. The field was filled with stumps of felled trees and piles of brush and logs. Worker bots chopped and carried wood, while others loaded the wood into waiting trucks. 

			A few Gestori were gathered near one of the flatbed trucks, these better dressed than the Gestori they’d seen just a few minutes before, but by a small margin. They stopped their discussion and stood stock-still, only their heads moving, following the Republic vehicles.

			“I was able to convince the local executive board to clear some area around the city, something they should have done a long time ago,” Captain Campbell said. “It was a close vote and was nearly shot down. Most of the people aren’t happy about it.”

			The outskirts of Gangeers lay on the other side of the clearing. The road heading into the city was flanked by two small guard posts manned by marines..

			As the convoy approached the black and yellow vehicle barriers, a marine next to the road pushed a switch causing the barriers to fold back vertically on either side of the road. The marine saluted as the command sled passed.

			The marine captain touched a button on his command station and a light flashed on the screen. “Wolf Base, Wolf Actual, Checkpoint Alpha clear.”

			“Copy that, Wolf Actual, you’re clear for Route Bravo-2, repeat, Bravo-2.”

			“Roger, Bravo-2, on station in five. Wolf Actual out.”

			Campbell killed the connection, then grabbed the overhead bar to keep from falling over as the skid made a sharp turn. “Gangeers was built almost fifty years ago,” he explained. “The streets weren’t designed for repulsor sleds, so there’s only so many ways for us to navigate the city. We take random pre-mapped routes for every trip.”

			“How many routes are there?” Kato asked.

			“Eight completely separate routes, but we can combine some of them to change it up more.”

			The buildings grew progressively taller the farther into the city they went. Some of the taller ones held clusters of antennas and satellite dishes on top. At the center of town stood the tallest—about ten stories and surrounded by a large, open square filled with small shops and vendors pushing repulsor carts.

			Tiny icons appeared in Talon’s bucket, identifying possible threats. Gestori crossing the footbridges, standing by open windows, or watching the convoy from rooftop vantage points.

			“This just keeps getting better and better,” Lankin said through the secure L-comm link.

			Talon kept his eyes locked on the display screens, forcing himself to be calm. There was barely enough room for the sleds to drive single file through the streets, and they were doing it with hordes of Gestori on either side of them. The two forward escort trucks sped ahead, blaring warning horns and shouting for people to get out of the way.

			They reached the wide town square. The street cut right down the center, separating large crowds of shoppers and rows of makeshift storefronts. Salesmen shouted, vying for the crowd’s attention. 

			Tall service bots walked among the throng, lanky, metal giants, most carrying items for their masters, some pulling repulsor carts filled with goods. One Gestori, dressed in a purple tunic and trousers, sat on the shoulders of a squat bluish bot with irregularly long arms. The bot held a robotic hand against his master’s back, stabilizing him, and sliced through the crowd like a torshark through a school of fish.

			Gestori leaned from open windows, sometimes shouting at passersby, others simply watching with an air of disconnected interest. Most of the window-sitters stared as they passed by, looking down at the vehicles with very obvious disdain.

			“You see that, Garo?” Talon asked, nodding to the screens. “Look at those vantage points, there’re thousands of them.”

			Lankin nodded. “If anyone wanted to ambush us, they’d have an almost limitless number of attack—”

			The sled lurched, rocking on its repulsor pads, almost throwing Talon and Lankin from their seats. Curses from the driver echoed back, joining those of the three Republic officers. 

			“What the hell is going on up there?” the Lieutenant shouted, pulling himself back to his feet.

			A group of Gestori had walked directly in front of the sled, forcing the driver to slam on the brakes. Warning horns blared as the driver punched the accelerator again. Two aliens near the back of the party had to jump out of the way to avoid being hit. One turned and kicked the sled’s armored side. 

			The driver’s voice echoed back on the sled’s comm. “Kelhorned lizard walked right in front of us, sir! Never even slowed down.”

			Another blast from the sled’s horn hastened a few stragglers out of the way. Several onlookers threw up gestures Talon didn’t recognize.

			He keyed his secure link to Lankin. “So much for a warm welcome.”
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			Lankin adjusted his position for a better look at the display screens as the convoy approached Camp Wolf. The forward operating base was positioned just outside the city’s western edge, in a clearing a hundred meters from the jungle. The perimeter of the base consisted of two rows of gabion walls, filled with rock and earth, topped with plasma-reinforced razor wire. The slightly shorter outer wall was reinforced with a concrete T-wall along the outside, the inverted “T” shaped barricade painted with various Repub marine signs and graffiti from the locals.

			The entry control point faced the city, fortified with more T-walls, impervisteel gates, and squat watchtowers on either side. Two N-60 repeating blaster emplacements, manned by three-man teams of marines, provided overwatch from the towers. Four Repub marines stood guard on the ground in the exclusion zone from inside two fortified bunkers at the entrance. Any non-military transport would be detained and searched in this area prior to entry.

			 The outer, then inner gates rose, allowing them unimpeded entry. Inside, the compound was separated into several partitioned areas, creating a disorienting maze effect for any opposition force that managed to breach the ECP or exterior walls. The partitions were a mixture of T-wall and gabion wall, sometimes both.

			The sleds took them to the southwest corner of the base, to a semi-enclosed barracks, and parked. Lankin and Talon filed out of the back of the command sled and waited for the officers to exit.

			“Sergeant Talon,” Captain Kato said. 

			“Yes, sir?”

			“Have the men secure, rack, and unload. I assume we’ve been provided with adequate space?” he said to marine captain.

			Captain Campbell nodded. “Yes, sir. Building one-bravo has been assigned to your troops, sir.”

			“When you’re satisfied, meet us in the command hut,” Kato said.

			Talon saluted. “Roger that, sir.” He moved off to manage the chaos.

			Camp Wolf’s headquarters was little more than two large premanufactured huts pushed together and covered with a large tent. Captain Campbell led the legionnaires inside, returning the salute of the marine standing guard at the entrance.

			Captain Kato lifted his bucket as he stepped inside. Lankin followed suit and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark interior.

			Recessed combat lighting cast a red hue over display screens and communications equipment, all manned by marine intelligence technicians. A large holo-table occupying the center of the room was projecting a top-down view of Gangeers and the surrounding terrain. The three-dimensional image flickered occasionally, remarkably steady for marine equipment. 

			Holding his bucket under one arm, Captain Kato looked over the map, shaking his head. “It’s a tactical nightmare.” 

			A lone road cut through the jungle to the west away from the FOB, then turned north to the mining complex in the foothills of the Gangeers Mountains.

			“Yes, sir,” Captain Campbell agreed.

			Lankin didn’t like what he saw. They could’ve brought three times the number of legionnaires, and still been unable to provide adequate security. Not without completely strip-clearing hundreds of kilometers of jungle.

			“How many patrols do you run?” Kato asked.

			“We try to have a constant rover outside the compounds, but one of our sleds broke down last week and that’s significantly reduced our mobility options.”

			“What about observation bots?” Lieutenant Duval asked, stepping around the captain to get closer to the table. 

			Lankin forced himself not to roll his eyes. Was it a requirement that you had to come out of OCS with an IQ of zero?

			Kato spoke before Campbell could answer. “The TT-16s are great for keeping an eye on close battlefield engagements, but they don’t have the range for any serious recon.”

			“And the jungle canopy reduces their effectiveness to nothing, sir,” Campbell added. 

			Lankin canted his head at the captain. Even though he was higher ranking, the Repub marine deferred to the legionnaire lieutenant as he would a senior officer. Lankin wasn’t sure if that was out of respect for the Legion or just an innate grasp of how things worked in the Republic. He’d seen it before, senior officers in the other services treating points as seniors in an effort to gain favor—not that a legionnaire lieutenant had much influence, but given enough time, that lieutenant would work his way up into a position that afforded him the power to reward his friends and relentlessly punish his enemies.

			Duval ignored the marine and continued to study the map.

			Captain Campbell broke the silence. “I’m sure you and your people will want to get settled in and unpacked, I can arrange for the kitchen—”

			“That won’t be necessary, Captain, thank you,” Captain Kato said, holding up a hand. “How many patrols do you have out right now?”

			Campbell frowned. “None, sir, I recalled them when the Vendetta entered orbit.”

			Lankin shook his head. He wanted to like the marine, but from everything he’d seen, he couldn’t help but think the captain was completely inept. Recalling troops from an active combat zone was borderline incompetent. 

			Daylight spilled into the dark room when Talon ducked inside. “Men are squared away, Captain.”

			“Right then.” Kato nodded, then asked Campbell, “You said you don’t know a lot about the enemy. Take us through what we do know about them.” 

			“As I said, almost nothing. We’ve only actually been engaged six times. They break contact almost immediately and disappear back into the jungle where it’s impossible for us to track them with any level of confidence.”

			“What about your shuttles?”

			“We haven’t flown air support missions for several weeks. I suspended them after a shuttle took insurgent fire from the hills, killing their door gunner and damaging one of the repulsor pads. By the time we got a ground patrol into the area, the attackers were long gone.”

			“And jungle patrols?”

			Campbell sighed. “I know it must sound like our operational tempo is substandard, but our support from Sector Headquarters has been extremely limited. Not to mention, patrolling through the Gestor jungles is extremely difficult and the chances of locating anything or anyone are slim to none.”

			Captain Kato let a disapproval darken his face. “But the opportunity for the chance is nonexistent if your men are not out there. Failing to do so sends a clear message to the enemy—that they have the power and they are in control. You have allowed them to operate with impunity, Captain.”

			For the first time since meeting Captain Campbell on the tarmac, Lankin saw the marine’s frustration. 

			“If Sector leadership had responded to my requests for personnel and logistical support, perhaps we could’ve avoided this situation,” Campbell insisted. “We’ve done what we can with a single company of marines, though I doubt our efforts would have been successful with another company or two. There is just too much ground to cover. As it is, my people are stretched to the breaking point.”

			Captain Kato regarded the Repub marine captain for a long moment. To Lankin’s surprise, Campbell held the legionnaire’s eyes without flinching. Lankin doubted even Duval would’ve been able to stand up against that glare.

			Finally, Kato turned away from the marine, back to the holomap. “I understand your frustrations, Captain, truly I do, but the Legion is here now, and we’ll have the situation under control in short order.”

			“Yes, sir,” Campbell said. “Thank you, sir.”

			“Sergeant Talon, will the barracks provided suffice?” 

			“Yes, sir. The men are settling in as we speak.”

			“Good. I want your squad to make a security assessment of the base and identify any deficiencies. I want the report ready by the time Bravo squad and I return from patrol.”

			“Roger that, sir.”

			Captain Campbell frowned. “Are you not going to get settled in first?”

			Kato shook his head. “Legionnaires do not require settling in. We are here to perform a mission and we will do just that. Lieutenant Duval, you will oversee the security assessment with Sergeant Talon and work with Captain Campbell to find solutions.”

			The lieutenant looked like he was on the verge of protesting the orders, but stopped himself. “Yes, sir.”

			“Sergeant Lankin, gather your men. Repulsors on in five.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And Sergeant,” Lieutenant Duval said, “please try and remember we’re here on a peacekeeping operation. Shooting any weapon is an extreme last resort, understand?”

			Lankin fought the urge to jump clean across the table and punch the smug point square in the mouth. “Of course, sir. I will refrain from defending myself until you deem it necessary, sir.”

			Duval opened his mouth, but paused, trying to decide whether the sergeant had insulted him or not.

			Before he could figure it out, the captain said, “All right, we’re burning daylight. Let’s move out.”

			



		

I died fighting alongside my brothers and I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

			04

			The road connecting Gangeers to the mining complex to the northwest and the old docks to the west was little more than a two-lane dirt path, worn down by years of constant driving, flanked by trees and dense foliage, not to mention the hills. The foothills of the Gangeers Mountains stretched for kilometers and were the major reason the mines were so remote. 

			Lankin sat near the front, rocking with the motion of the sled. “You’d think they’d do something about this road.”

			“The Republic doesn’t want to invest in this project any more than it already has,” Captain Campbell said from his seat across the sled. “Trust me, I’ve asked.”

			“And this road,” Captain Kato pointed at the route map on the screen. “It’s ten klicks exactly?”

			“Ten-point-two from Gangeers to Dirty.”

			“Dirty?”

			“It’s what the locals call the mining complex. It’s impossible to leave that place without being covered in ore dust. Stuff gets everywhere. After about a week of trying to clean our uniforms every day, I finally gave up. Daily showers are a must. Probably the only real luxury we have out here.”

			“And no checkpoints for ten klicks?”

			Campbell shook his head. “Like I said, we don’t have the manpower. The security checkpoint on the east side of Gangeers and Checkpoint Bravo are the only checkpoints. Bravo is where we run all the inspections on Gestori goods coming in from the mainland.”

			“By boat?” Lankin asked. “Isn’t that a little—?”

			Campbell finished for him. “Old-fashioned? Extremely. Gestor is probably a good fifty to a hundred years behind the rest of the Republic in technology, but in some areas, like transportation, even more. Generally speaking, the only thing they fly into Gangeers is workers, everything else is brought in by boat. A local customs team goes through the boats, but nothing like what we would see on a Republic world.”

			“And your people search everything that comes up from the port?”

			“Not everything,” Campbell said, again shaking his head. “We have scanners set up to cover the road, looking for easily identifiable contraband, and we perform random physical searches on vehicles coming through, but it’d be impractical to search everything coming up from the docks.”

			“Impractical?” Captain Kato said. “When you’re talking about operational security, nothing is impractical, Captain. Especially with the problems we’re facing here now. How many transports a day run between the docks and Gangeers?”

			“On average? Probably forty to fifty.”

			“And how many are randomly checked?”

			“I guess it depends. Maybe half.”

			Kato coughed. “Captain Campbell, all due respect, but manpower issues aside, there’s no excuse for this kind of lax security. If we don’t have accurate knowledge of what’s being transported, how can we be sure of our security? From now on, every transport will be searched. I don’t care if it causes delays or not.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The convoy drove through a set of metal pylons supporting the mag-lev track above the road. Four-meter fencing topped with plasma-wire enclosed each pylon. The track crossed the road and curved north around a tall hill and disappeared into the trees.

			Several minutes later they came to a crossroads and followed the road west.

			“From the fork here, it’s another ten minutes north to Dirty,” Captain Campbell explained. 

			“I want to get a good look at the docks before we return to Wolf,” Captain Kato said.

			The Old Cliff road emerged from the jungle and traced the edge of the tall cliffs overlooking the Gestor Ocean. Ahead, the road descended through a draw and switched back to the coastline and the docks.

			Checkpoint Bravo was situated at the base of the hills, nothing more than an overwatch tower and a fold-down barricade blocking the road. Five marines manned the security station, working the scanners and operating the barricade. 

			The convoy paused briefly so Captain Campbell could relay Kato’s orders to check every incoming shipment, then continued into the port. A barrel-chested marine sneered at the lead sled, and Lankin thought he was about to do something ill-advised, but the marine seemed to reconsider himself and turned back to his men.

			Lankin’s private L-comm beeped, Kato’s name appeared on his HUD, and he tongued the switch. “Yes, sir?”

			“They’re too complacent.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			That might be the understatement of the year, sir, Lankin thought. 

			“We will assume primary supervision of the checkpoint tomorrow,” Kato said to the marine commander. “Your men will continue to search; we will provide overwatch. Work out a rotation.”

			“Yes, sir,” Campbell said. “Though you might get some pushback from the Duracore people.”

			“Pushback does not concern me.”

			The Port of Gangeers stretched for almost a kilometer along the coast, most of it built on reinforced impervisteel platforms just above the water. Maintenance buildings and warehouses lined the cliffside, and long, raised docks stretched out into the water almost a hundred meters. Workers and sailors milled around, some driving loaders, some sorting goods, others simply lounging on crates, soaking up the sun.

			Five ocean haulers sat at dock in various stages of unloading. Lankin wouldn’t have thought a city of twenty-five thousand would need so much. Hundreds of shipping containers stacked up in rows off the main docking platforms.

			Lankin keyed his secure link to Captain Kato. “That’s going to be a nightmare.”

			“Yes, Sergeant,” Kato replied, sounding none too pleased. “It is.”

			



		

You may not want to believe that now, but I hope someday you will.
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			“They really weren’t kidding,” Corporal Burga said, wiping off his armor yet again. “This dust gets all over.”

			Sergeant Talon stopped to let one of the mining carts pass. The Duracore emblem painted on the side—the letters DML below two mountains—had faded over time and it rocked along on ancient wheels that looked on the verge of falling off. With the amount of money the Republic was pulling out of this place, he was surprised they hadn’t at least updated the equipment. 

			After several days of correcting mistakes that should have never been, it was nice to be out on patrol. Nicer still to be on patrol without having to babysit any of the Repub marines. They were competent, just didn’t have the level of skill and battlefield instinct a legionnaire did. 

			Talon had heard tales of marine battalions on the edge who really knew how to fight, but these weren’t them.

			The mining complex was, for all intents and purposes, a small suburb of Gangeers, complete with apartments, stores, maintenance and fabrication workshops, and huge warehouses for storing the mined ore. On the northern edge of the complex a massive processing station stripped base rock and other impurities from the precious ore.

			The buildings didn’t seem to be arranged in any particular order. Apartment buildings stood in between warehouses, adjacent workshops, and sorting stations. Dirty was home to about a thousand people at any given time, twice that on changeover days when the workforce swapped out.

			A mining cart pulled away, its native driver staring down the squad of legionnaires as he passed. It rocked down the road, wheels creaking.

			“Keep looking, skethole,” Talon muttered under his breath. A part of him wished the driver would do something, give him a chance to show the self-righteous prick that legionnaires weren’t a force you wanted to mess with. 

			The marines have been too easygoing here, Talon thought, watching the Gestori drive off. Then again, rude looks and gestures were something he and the rest of his men were used to. When the Legion showed up somewhere, it wasn’t to bring kind words and flowers. 

			The constant clank-clank-clank of the ore processing station to the north echoed through the streets of Dirty like some ominous giant out for a stroll. Pillars of black smoke billowed from stacks, adding a distinctly dreary pall.

			Five different shafts arrayed along a three kilometer stretch of mountain produced the ore brought in on the rattling carts to the processor. Talon didn’t know how the processor worked, but the valuable ore was separated and stored in secure containers near the loading docks. Teams of marines provided overwatch at the processing station and the loading platforms, making sure the ore made it safely onto the waiting train.

			Talon had heard several of the marines complain about the increase in operational tempo, but Captain Kato wasn’t going to put up with the lax security measures. 

			Corporal Burga’s ID appeared on Talon’s HUD. “Eyeballs, ten o’clock high,” he said.

			Talon’s HUD highlighted four figures pointing and talking together on the roof of a five-story tenement. 

			“What do you think they’re talking about?” Private Bishto asked. 

			“Well, I doubt they’re sizing us up for Unity Day sweaters,” Talon said. “Probably never seen legionnaires before.”

			Talon’s HUD identified three different comm sources and at least one firearm. Not just a worker then, Talon thought. “Heads up, one of them is packing.” 

			The Gestori working out of Gangeers and Dirty weren’t supposed to be armed. The local magistrate was supposed to enforce this with help from the Repub marines, though like everything else in this Oba-forsaken place, that edict wasn’t strictly enforced. The marine intel section, for what it was worth, estimated that one in four Gestori was armed or had access to firearms. Operationally, that knowledge didn’t change the legionnaires’ approach to the mission. Armed or not, legionnaires treated anyone that wasn’t one of them as a hostile until proven otherwise. 

			“Let’s get a scan of the lizard on the right,” Talon said. “Anyone who’s packing out here, I want to get in a database—”

			An emergency klaxon sliced through the air, cutting him off. Several Gestori ran across the street, heading west, shouting something Talon couldn’t make out.

			“Report,” Talon said across the squad channel. He jogged to the end of the street and peered around the corner. More workers had joined in a hurried procession. “What’s going on?”

			Before anyone had an answer, Talon saw orange smoke billowing above a row of warehouses several blocks away. The klaxon shrieked again. Gestori converged on the burning buildings.

			“First Platoon, on me,” Talon said, then started toward the fire.

			The fire had consumed one whole side of a storehouse before they’d been able to slow the progression with retardant sprayers. Acrid smoke filled the air. The fire snapped and popped inside the building. Fire control teams surrounded it and poured on the water. Evidently, basic internal fire prevention systems were also something the Republic and Duracore scrimped on.

			The fire spread to the surrounding grass and bushes, the vegetation bursting into flames almost immediately. Orange smoke curled into the air, mixing with black.

			“Pretty,” Private Bishto said over the squad comm.

			Clouds of the orange smoke rolled down the street, blowing past the legionnaires. Talon’s HUD flickered slightly as the smoke grew thicker and then switched to infrared. He backed out of the smoke and his HUD cleared. 

			“I don’t like that,” Corporal Pax said over the L-comm. “My bucket just went all funky.”

			“Same,” Private Noshey said.

			“Yeah,” Talon said. “Mine too. Burga, remind me to ask Captain Campbell for intel on the local vegetation. If the smoke is fouling our buckets’ electronics, we could have a major problem.”

			“Roger that, Sarge. At least the filters kept the smoke out of our lungs.”

			Talon rounded a building and watched the workers fight the fire spreading across the grass, away from the warehouse. Half of the warehouse had been reduced to steel support columns—whatever had been inside, now just ash and debris.

			Ten minutes later they contained the fire. A company supervisor showed up and started shouting. Workers cowered and backed away from the tan-skinned lizard, his blue Duracore robes whipping around him as he ranted.

			“He’s not happy,” Burga said. 

			“No,” Talon said. “No, he’s not.”

			



		

The Legion is a calling, and the day I signed up,
I gave my life to that calling.
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			Lankin adjusted himself behind his N-18, rolling his neck, attempting to work out the stiffness. He took a long breath, easing the urge to stand up and move around, then settled behind the rifle’s optic again. 

			He’d found an ideal overwatch position on a hill two hundred meters to the east of Checkpoint Alpha with an excellent view of traffic waiting for the leejes to clear them at the docks. He was well inside his maximum effective range—he could shoot accurately at fifteen hundred meters without even breaking a sweat. The HUDs and linked weapon optics reduced human error, though Lankin could make ninety-nine percent of his shots anyway.

			The Duracore people hadn’t been too happy about the new security measures, but aside from grumbling, there wasn’t much they could do about it. Captain Kato made clear his authority over everything related to the security of the mining operations and that anyone attempting to undermine said security would be subject to Republic law, and the Duracore people backed off.

			“This one’s good,” Corporal Joshua “Sweets” Sipin said through the L-comm. 

			The leej waved a flatbed repulsor transport through the checkpoint. The driver answered with a gesture showing the gathered legionnaires what he thought about their security checkpoint. Lankin was glad he didn’t have to deal with the local drivers, but lying behind the scope of his rifle for hours on end was starting to wear on him.

			It had taken a couple days for the legionnaires to find a routine, but now they were pushing almost thirty transports a day through the checkpoint with minimal delays.

			The next transport rolled into position and Sweets motioned for the driver to step out. The driver waved an angry hand toward the bed of his truck, shouting. Lankin couldn’t make out what the Gestori was saying, but had a pretty good idea anyway. It was the same story with every driver to come through the checkpoint. His shipment was going to be late, or the Legion ruined their cargo and they wanted compensation. They all got told to file a complaint with the local Republic office. Complaints that would be filed away on some computer somewhere and never see the light of day again.

			Sweets again motioned for the driver to step out, but the alien shook his head and waved his arms even more. 

			Are they ever going to stop complaining? Lankin thought as two more legionnaires stepped up to assist the corporal. If the drivers would just comply with their instructions, everything would flow smoothly.

			One of the leejes, Private Corse—LS-07, according to Lankin’s HUD—slapped a palm against the driver’s door and motioned for him to step out. The driver continued shouting. 

			Lankin keyed his comm. “Are we having a problem, Sweets?”

			Sweets replied, “The lizard won’t dismount.”

			“Did you ask him nicely?”

			“I said please.”

			“Ask, tell, make, Corporal.”

			“You got it, Sarge.”

			Three legionnaires opened the driver’s door and helped the driver out. The Gestori pulled away from the legionnaires, then shoved Sweets hard in the chest, still shouting obscenities. 

			Private Corse pulled him away from Sweets. The corporal pointed a gloved finger in the alien’s face.

			The only thing Lankin didn’t like about his position was not being privy to the conversations on the ground. “Sweets?” he asked through the L-comm.

			“Just making his situation a little clearer, Sarge.”

			Lankin shifted the optic view down the road to the line of vehicles still waiting. A few drivers were standing outside their transports, watching the scene play out. They pointed and talked and shook their heads, obviously not happy at all. The longer they spent arguing the more agitated the aliens would get.

			“Let’s get the truck cleared and move on.”

			“Roger.”

			Sweets left the Gestori, who was still cursing and complaining, and climbed into the cab. As the leej went through the driver’s compartment, Corse and Saretti were having an increasingly difficult time keeping the driver from following Sweets to the cab.

			“What’s he saying?” Lankin asked.

			Private Corse came over the L-comm. “He just keeps going on and on about how we don’t have the right to search his belongings and that we’re ruining his shipment and blah blah blah.”

			“I’m gonna patch into your bucket’s audio feed.”

			“Roger.”

			A second later the Gestori’s angry voice came through Lankin’s helmet speakers. “You Republic criminals! That’s all you are! Criminals! You shouldn’t be here in my home, telling us how to live our lives! Who are you to come here and steal from us?”

			Sweets finished his search of the driver’s compartment, ignoring the alien’s complaints. The cargo hatch was secured. 

			“It’s locked,” Sweets said. “Open this.”

			“I don’t recognize your authority here, Republic scum! Kelhorned thief is all you are. You won’t steal from me! I have a family to feed.”

			“Look, you don’t have a choice here,” Sweets said. “You’re going to open this hatch, or I’m going to open it for you, and then I just might confiscate everything you’ve got. No? Okay.”

			Sweets grabbed the handle. The Gestori screamed and jumped onto Sweets’s back, wrapping his arms around the legionnaire’s neck. Sweets spun around with the Gestori pounding on his bucket, legs kicking wildly. Corse and Saretti couldn’t get close enough to get hands on the alien. In any other situation, the scene would’ve been hilarious, and Lankin found himself grinning despite himself.

			Sweets finally managed to get a hold of one of the Gestori’s arms and pulled him off, flipping the alien over his shoulder. The alien landed on his back, the impact knocking him silent. 

			“Stay down!” Sweets shouted. “You’re under arrest.”

			The alien scrambled to his feet and spat in Sweets’s face. Sweets lunged and caught the Gestori by the throat, shoving him back against the truck and getting right in his face. 

			“You’d better just calm the hell down right now,” Sweets told him. “I could kill you for that.”

			“Sweets,” Lankin said, wanting to end this before something really bad happened.

			The legionnaire ignored him. The Gestori clawed at Sweets’s gloves, coughing and gasping for air. 

			“All I have to do is squeeze just a little harder and you’re done, you know that? I don’t want to be on this Oba-forsaken planet any more than you want me to be here, but neither of us have a choice.”

			Lankin cringed when his L-comm’s command channel buzzed and Lieutenant Duval’s ID tag appeared on his HUD. A quick glance found Duval’s TT-16 circling above. “What is going on out there, Sergeant Lankin?”

			Hell-spawned big brother, Lankin thought. “Nothing, sir. We have it under control.”

			“Under control? It doesn’t appear as though you have anything under control, Sergeant. You need to get hold of your man and stop him from escalating the situation any more than he already has. I want to see his name on a report by the end of the day.”

			“Sir, the Gestori—”

			“Sergeant, we are the elite are we not?”

			Lankin ground his teeth. “Yes, sir.”

			“That’s right, and as such, we will not let our emotions or actions be decided for us by the people we are here to protect. Now, order your man to release that driver or I will have reprimands ready for both of you to sign when you return to base.” 

			Angry shouts from the crowd of onlookers drew Lankin’s attention. There were twenty of them shouting and pointing and waving fists, with more coming up from further down the line.

			This is going to get bad.

			“Sweets, stand down.”

			The legionnaire didn’t immediately release the Gestori, holding him for another few seconds before allowing the alien to drop to the ground. The driver kicked his legs to scoot away, holding his throat and coughing dramatically.

			Sweets paid no attention the gasping indig. “Bring me a cutting torch.”

			The alien muttered a string of raspy, local curses, but didn’t reengage. Instead, he backed farther away from the legionnaire, eyes filled with hatred and rage. 

			A second later, Sweets had the torch lit and was stepping toward the hatch. 

			Through his optical scope, Lankin saw what he interpreted as cold determination on the alien’s face. Something had changed about the driver’s demeanor, something that made the hair on the back of Lankin’s neck stand up. 

			Whether he got the same feeling or had his own reasons, Lieutenant Duval likewise didn’t care for what he saw. “Sergeant, have the corporal stand down. We aren’t going to be destroying any property today.” 

			 “Stand by, sir.” He changed comm channels with a flick of his tongue. “Sweets, eyes up, your driver is—” 

			Lieutenant Duval cut him off, breaking into the squad comm. “Sergeant Lankin, my orders are to stand down. We are not destroying any property.” 

			“Cross, Saretti, keep an eye on that guy,” Lankin said, following the Gestori with his optics. The alien took a last look at the legionnaires and ducked between two vehicles.

			The two men broke off from the team, each taking one side of the road, jogging back along the column of vehicles. Saretti, on the near side, kept his N-4 close to his chest, barrel pointing at the ground, bucket turning back and forth, searching.

			“I don’t see him, Sarge,” Saretti said.

			“He’s two vehicles up on your left,” Lankin told him. 

			The Gestori crouched down, vanishing briefly behind a group of bystanders, then reappearing again a moment later, still watching the legionnaires.

			“He’s definitely worried about something,” Lankin said. “Right there—he’s just past those drivers.”

			Saretti worked his way through the small crowd. A couple individuals backed off, shouting alien curses at the leejes. One tried to shove Saretti, but the leej sidestepped the push, brushing the alien’s hand aside.

			Good restraint, Lankin thought. 

			The Gestori turned and broke into a jog, moving down the line of parked vehicles, weaving between other aliens and vehicles. Every few meters he checked over his shoulder, obviously watching for pursuers. 

			His hands disappeared inside his loose tunic.

			Oh no. “Eyes up, he’s reaching for something.” Lankin keyed his rifle, locking the man’s target signature into the optics link with his HUD. 

			Saretti slowed, lifting his N-4 to his shoulder. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know.” Blood pounded in Lankin’s ears when he realized he might actually have to take the shot. Two hundred and seven meters. Child’s play. Still, this wasn’t a computerized target on the range. This was an actual flesh and blood being.

			The Gestori ducked behind a flatbed, the truck’s repulsor pads making the air shimmer and kicking up dust. He took a knee and pulled something from his tunic. It gleamed in the sunlight and Lankin’s heart skipped a beat. 

			“Saretti, watch out he’s got a—” Lankin didn’t have enough time to finish, the Gestori was already moving. The alien slid between two onlookers and raised an old-fashioned slug-thrower in his green, scaled hands.

			Lankin didn’t think twice.

			Krak-bdew!

			The rifle recoiled at almost the same instant the bolt slammed into the Gestori’s chest, leaving a gaping entry wound. The alien landed hard on his back and lay still.

			The Gestori scattered. Legionnaires jumped from their overwatch stations, taking up defensive positions around the target vehicle, N-4s leveled at the crowd.

			“Dammit! Cease fire!” Lieutenant Duval screamed through the L-comm, his voice cracking. “Cease fire!”

			When there were no more shots fired, the crowd re-formed, angrier now. They shouted at the leejes, shaking fists. One picked up a rock and hurled it at Sweets. It bounced harmlessly off the legionnaire’s armor. Sweets pointed his N-4 at the alien, shouting for him to get back.

			Lankin ignored his lieutenant’s screaming for a cease fire that had already happened. He’d only needed one shot anyway. “Sweets, enemy down, secure the target.”

			Sweets shouted orders for the crowd to disperse, but that only enraged them further. They pressed closer, their courage growing when the legionnaires held their fire. Two more rocks sailed through the air, one striking a leej square in the bucket’s visor. The second leej twisted away just in time, the rock glanced off his shoulder and dropped to the ground. 

			Lankin panned his scope across the crowd, looking for more weapons, but aside from a few rocks, the aliens weren’t armed. 

			“Disperse!” Sweets shouted again. “By the order of the Legion!”

			“Sergeant, get ahold of your people now!” Duval shouted.

			Captain Kato came over the L-comm. “Sergeant Lankin, what’s your status?”

			“One hostile down, sir,” Lankin said, feeling helpless behind his N-18, so far away from the impending riot. It was the only downside to the weapon—if legal action wasn’t called for, it was nothing more than a highly advanced optical scope. 

			“I’ve got a lot of angry indigs out here, sir. They’re pretty pissed off. You might want to send some marines down here ASAP.”

			“Hold what you’ve got. I’m sending a squad to reinforce your position, they’ll be there in five.”

			“Roger that, sir.” 

			Chaos erupted and spread down the transport inspection line. The crowd was growing by the second. Some Gestori had found pipes and were brandishing them at the edge of the mob. The new weapons and swelling crowds fueled the aliens’ rage.

			“Sarge?” Cross asked, from the guard shack, his N-4 at low ready. “KTF, right?”

			“No,” Lankin said. “None of them are armed, Private. You wanting to shoot unarmed civilians?”

			“Don’t look unarmed to me,” Cross replied.

			Cross and Saretti had fallen back with the rest of the squad, forming up around the truck they’d been inspecting when this started. Sweets shouted warnings at the crowd edging closer to the legionnaires’ position.

			A Gestori at the front lobbed a rock at Private Saretti. Saretti caught it in one hand and threw it back, hitting the alien in the shoulder.

			“Saretti, stand down!” Lankin shouted.

			The private threw his hands up, shaking his head. “What are we supposed to do, Sarge, just stand here?”

			The telltale hum of sleds coming in at high speed stopped him from responding. Two combat sleds appeared through the trees, rocketing down the road toward the gatehouse. Each sled had a marine behind the turret gun, holding the weapons as steady as they could. 

			“Stryker-10 to marine sleds, let them know you’re here,” Lankin said.

			“Aye, sir.” 

			The lead sled’s turret gun opened up, sending a trail of blaster fire through the trees several dozen meters away from the mob of Gestori. The amount of fire the turret guns put out still impressed Lankin, and the Gestori agreed. They ran for cover, the crowd scurrying like pelcorse roaches under a flashlight.

			“Yeah, that’s right, you scat-brained skets,” Cross shouted. 

			“Hold formation,” Lankin ordered, panning over the fleeing crowd with his optics. Here and there a Gestori stopped, turning to glare and shout alien curses, but most realized they’d lost the advantage and fled, dropping rocks and pipes and making their way back to their own vehicles. 

			“Sergeant Lankin, report status,” Captain Kato said.

			Lankin blew out a long breath. “Situation under control, sir. They’ve dispersed.”

			Lieutenant Duval’s voice came over the L-comm next. “Report to Command, Sergeant. And I mean, right now!”

			



		

I want you to know just how important both of you are to me.

			07

			Lankin yanked on the door of the office without waiting for Lieutenant Duval to answer his knock. Duval looked up from behind his desk, his face turning red with anger. He slammed down a palm, spilling his tea across a collection of data pads.

			“Dammit, what in the hell is wrong with you, Sergeant! You don’t come barging your way into my office unless you want to get busted down to private real quick!”

			“Sir, I need to speak with you immediately.”

			“The hell you do! You and your men are out of control! We are here as peacekeepers, not kelhorned assassins!”

			Lankin was taken aback. “Assassins? Sir, that Gestori was going to—” 

			“You don’t have any idea what he was going to do or not do!”

			Lankin fought hard to keep his outrage from boiling over. “He had a weapon, sir! He was a threat, plain and simple!”

			“No, Sergeant,” Duval said, holding out a datapad. “It’s not plain and simple.”

			Lankin took the pad. As what he was seeing on the screen registered, he knew exactly where the point was going.

			An infrared video feed of the checkpoint from Duval’s TT-16 aerial surveillance bot, looking down on the first few vehicles stopped at the checkpoint. Lankin’s legionnaires and the marines were pushing back the wildly gesticulating mob. There was no audio, but Lankin could still hear the cursing in his mind.

			It took several seconds for the squad to secure the scene, and as they surrounded the dead Gestori, Lieutenant Duval paused the feed.

			“If this man was such a threat, care to explain why no weapon was found on the body?”

			“Someone in the crowd must have picked it up, sir,” Lankin said, struggling to control his voice. “He had a weapon. A pistol of some kind.”

			Duval snatched the pad back. “Of some kind? Of some kind! That’s not an acceptable answer, Sergeant. I know your relatively uneducated mind doesn’t have any concept of thought outside of marching and shooting, but the Legion does have regulations and rules of engagement we must adhere to. We’re not a company of gunfighters that can go and do whatever we want.”

			“I’m well aware of the rules of engagement, sir. 71st Legion Regulations, Section 3, paragraph a.1: Force deemed necessary to stop a threat shall be permissible, even if such force is applied before such threat has taken overt action.”

			“Did you just quote regulations to me, Sergeant?”

			“He had a weapon, sir! He was threatening my men, I took action.”

			Duval sneered. “And yet no one else saw this threat. No one else fired. And no weapon was recovered.”

			“It was there,” Lankin said, enunciating each word.

			“What is it about you meatheads that you can’t get it through those thick skulls of yours? We are here to protect life and property of the Republic. Not to take lives. Not to kill.” Duval stood up and snatched the datapad back from Lankin’s hands. “Killing is not protecting! If the House of Reason wanted these people dead, they’d have sent more than twenty of you kelhorns, now wouldn’t they? The days of mindless warfare and destruction are behind us, Sergeant. You missed the Savage Wars and you have my apologies for that, but we are peacekeepers here. That is our role.”

			“No, sir,” Lankin said. “We’re warfighters. That’s what the Legion trained us for. That’s what they pay us for, to fight the wars no one else wants to. And I’m telling you, that Gestori had a weapon, I saw it as clear as I see you right now. I took action to protect the lives of my men.”

			“You took a bad shot!” Duval screamed. “Why can’t you just admit it! You’re wrong, Sergeant, and you’re testing my patience!”

			The door behind Lankin slammed open and Captain Kato strode in. He stepped between the two men, eyeing them both in turn. “What’s going on here?”

			“Captain Kato,” Duval blurted out before Lankin had a chance to speak, “I’m just in the middle of dealing with a critical situation, sir. But I have it under control.”

			“Control? It doesn’t sound like there’s much control in here.”

			Duval cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. Apologies.” He straightened his uniform. For the first time since entering the office, Lankin noticed the lieutenant wasn’t wearing battle armor, he was wearing battalion greens, the Legion’s office uniform. It wasn’t quite a regulation, but standard operating procedure called for the wearing of armor at all times while in theater unless sleeping or bathing. 

			Of course he’d go against SOP, Lankin thought. 

			Kato turned to Lankin. “Sergeant?”

			“Yes, sir. Everything is under control.”

			The captain regarded him for a moment, then nodded. 

			“Very well,” Duval said, trying to reassert some authority into the conversation. “Until this investigation is over, you’re off overwatch duty, Sergeant Lankin.”

			“You can’t take me off overwatch!”

			“Are you telling me what I can and can’t do, Sergeant? This is my platoon!” 

			“Easy, Sergeant Lankin,” Captain Kato warned.

			Lankin opened his mouth then closed it, clenching his jaw.

			The lieutenant continued, “You’re also to turn over your weapon. You will join the rest of the platoon on the ground. A more fitting place for a sergeant is with his men, don’t you think, Captain?”

			Lankin saw red. A cold determination washed over him. “You’re not taking my weapon, sir.”

			“You’ll hand over your rifle, Sergeant Lankin. That’s an order.”

			“No, sir. I won’t.”

			“Enough,” Captain Kato said. “Both of you stand down.”

			Duval’s eyes widened in shock. “Captain Kato, I’m well within my—” 

			“I said stand down, Lieutenant.” He pointed at Lankin. “You’re off overwatch for now, but you’ll keep your rifle. Store it in your barracks and keep it unloaded. Requisition an N-4 from the armory.”

			Lankin was on the verge of protesting but a look from the captain told him now was not the time. “Yes, sir.”

			Kato nodded. “Very good. We’ll all continue our discussion at a later time, roger that, Sergeant?” 

			“Roger that.”

			“You’re dismissed.”
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			Talon knelt in the tall grass, inspecting the jagged hole in the security fence around Pillar 13B. They were off the main road and, once again, the insurgent forces had disappeared without a trace.

			“I’m really getting tired of this,” Talon muttered, running gloved fingers over the smooth line a cutting torch burned into the fence.

			“What is that, four this week?” Burga asked. 

			Talon nodded, searching the ground for any evidence. The insurgents had definitely stepped up their attacks on the fencing, but so far it had only been probing missions, testing response times. The constant alarms were starting to wear on him. 

			Even more frustrating was the fact that they’d yet to see a single enemy target. The jungle made their TT-16 aerial surveillance bots all but useless; the canopy was just too dense. Talon guessed that even if the peepers could track through the foliage, by the time they managed to get into position after an attack, there wouldn’t be anyone to track anyway. These locals had proved themselves to be a wily bunch.

			“Unpack the replacement,” Talon said, standing.

			He checked the time on his HUD. Patching the fence would take another thirty minutes and they still needed to get their load of additional security barriers to Dirty, before the next shift of marines came on duty. 

			The two trucks they’d commandeered to transport cargo containers appropriated from the docks sat parked behind their combat sled. Duracore had provided drivers, though Talon would’ve preferred to have his own people operate the vehicles. The company drivers stood around, watching the legionnaires work.

			One of them, a tall, slender Gestori male in Duracore overalls, tossed his smoke aside and asked Talon, “How long is that going to take, eh? We need to be back before sunset, I’ve got stuff to do tonight.”

			“Keep your pants on,” Talon called back. “You’ll be home in plenty of time to take ’em off later tonight.”

			Burga lit his cutting torch, making a popping sound. “It should only take another four hours to get this thing fixed up.”

			 “Four hours?” the alien screeched.

			“Relax,” Talon told the driver. “It won’t be four hours. Go back to your vehicle so we can roll out when we’re ready.”

			The driver spat out a string of native curses Talon didn’t understand and stalked to his truck.

			“Was it something I said?” Burga asked with amusement.

			“You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were intentionally trying to set me up for failure.”

			“Not me, Sarge. No way! I’m here for you.”

			Talon shook his head and jabbed a thumb at the damaged fence. “Get to work, Corporal.”

			Burga saluted. “Yes, sir, Sergeant Talon, sir. By your command!”

			Talon grinned and stepped out of the way to let the marine repair team pass. The patch job would only take another ten minutes, then they’d be on their—

			A two-tone alarm chimed in his helmet, a secure L-comm request from the command post.

			“Go for Stryker-10.”

			“Stryker-10, Stryker-1,” Captain Kato said. “We’ve had another alarm triggered on Pillar 29-bravo. That’s about a klick south of your current position. I need you to respond immediately and assess the situation.”

			Talon cursed silently. “What about the transports, sir? I can’t leave them unprotected.”

			“Leave two sentries and proceed at best speed to the alarm site, Sergeant. You’re the closest team.”

			Talon again cursed to himself, trying to picture the road back down to 29. “Roger that, sir. Stryker-10 out.” He switched to his external speaker. “Sergeant VanZant.”

			“Yes, sir?” The Repub marine looked up from instructing a group of marines on installation procedures. Talon waved him over.

			 “Hey now, Marine, we both still work for a living.”

			The marine grinned. “Roger that.”

			“We’ve had another alarm. CP wants us to check it out. You good with your team here?”

			“Yes, sir, it’ll take another ten minutes or so to get that fence unpacked and installed. We’ll be fine.”

			Talon nodded. “Good. I’m going to leave two legionnaires here, and once we’re done checking it out, we’ll link back up at your location.”

			The marine nodded. “Roger that, Sergeant.”

			Burga fell into step behind Talon as he called for his team. “What do you know, Sarge?”

			Talon shook his head. “Probably just another false alarm. One of those orange and white critters bumped the fence again or something.”

			Burga stopped beside the sled’s ramp, propping his N-4 over his shoulder. “We really need to set up holocams.”

			Talon gestured for him to get on board. “Yeah. You got any?”

			* * *

			Talon watched the external feeds as they made their way through the thick jungle. Burga was absolutely right. If the Republic would’ve ponied up the credits for cameras out here, most of these assessment missions would be unnecessary. But asking the Republic for more credits for anything that might help the Legion was like asking a mother to give up her firstborn.

			What is this now, six false alarms in two days? Talon thought. 

			Next to the live feeds, the sector map marked their squad’s position as a green triangle moving through a satellite view of Gangeers’ jungle. A flashing red dot indicated the pillar, directly southeast of their current position.

			Pylon 29 was in a small valley, about a hundred meters across. The area immediately around the two-meter wide impervisteel columns had been cleared at some time in the past to facilitate construction of the mag-lev track, and more recently the protective fencing around the complex. Now though, the area had regrown considerably. 

			The sled crested the northern hill and slowed as they neared the twenty-meter access road connecting the main road to the pillar complex. The lane was barely wide enough to get the sled through and—

			A high-pitched whine cut through the air. Talon had just enough time to process what the sound was before the rocket slammed home.

			The explosion rocked the sled, knocking the unsuspecting legionnaires from their seats, sending weapons flying. Talon hit the floor hard, bucket knocking against the opposite bench. Fortunately, his bucket’s sound dampeners kicked on.

			Someone started shouting over the L-comm and Talon heard the dat-dat-dat-dat-dat of the sled’s twin guns. He grabbed his N-4 and shouted for his team to bail.

			Another rocket streaked through the air, trailing smoke. Talon sprinted down the ramp as the missile slammed into something behind the sled and exploded.

			“Eyes up!” Talon shouted, taking cover behind the sled, hoping it would stand up to additional punishment. A hail of weapons fire shredded the nearby trees, filling the air with sprays of bark and leaves. Plumes of earth marked blaster bolts pounding the ground.

			Bishto took a bolt to the shoulder, the impact spinning him around, knocking him off his feet. He fell in the middle of the access road and lay still.

			Burga darted from behind the sled to help the fallen leej. “You okay, buddy?”

			Bishto groaned. His armor was charred where the bolt had caught him. Burga knelt to examine the wound. A blaster bolt sizzled through the air above them, then a second glanced off Bishto’s helmet, knocking it slightly askew. 

			“Son of—” Burga grabbed Bishto with one hand, adjusted his bucket with the other and hauled the injured leej back to cover. “It’s going to be all right, Bish. Medic!”

			“Open up!” Talon shouted, leaning around the bumper and releasing a barrage of blaster fire. “Get some fire on ’em!” 

			His HUD identified nine hostile targets and immediately forwarded the data to the squad’s battlenet. His optics zoomed in, giving him a clear view of the insurgents. Five of the tall, bipedal attack force scrambled for cover behind a six-wheeled, all-terrain transport. Thick orange fur stuck out of gaps in their black, leather clothes and tactical gear. A few wore masks, but Talon could see the faces of the others clearly enough. Their tiny red eyes and orange and black mottled skin was all he needed to see.

			Talusar, Talon thought. What the hell are they doing all the way out here?

			The other four insurgents made it through the fence around the pylon, took cover behind one of the pillars, and fired bolts of energy toward the legionnaires.

			Blaster fire slammed into the sled’s turret, forcing Private Mazine to duck for cover. 

			Another high-pitched whine cut through the air. 

			Talon shouted, “Mazine, look—” 

			But Mazine was gone before Talon finished his warning, diving out of the turret and launching himself into the air before the rocket slammed home. The blast wave caught him mid-flight, turning his dive into a cartwheel, and he hit the ground hard, rolling to a stop face down in the grass.

			The sled rocked violently on its repulsors, the impact pushing it several meters back. The back collided with a fleeing leej, knocking him to the ground. Flames engulfed the front of the sled and Talon’s heart sank at sight of the destroyed driver’s compartment, now a burning coffin for two marines.

			Talon found cover behind the trees, checking the enemy positions on his HUD. Burga threw Bishto over his shoulder and followed. Mazine picked himself up and scrambled after them. 

			Fifteen meters in, Burga laid Bishto down behind a tree and pulled his helmet off. Lancil dropped to a knee, shrugging his medkit from his back. 

			“You’re supposed to dodge those things,” Lancil told him, pulling a skinpack from his bag and pressing it against the wound. Bishto grimaced, pulling away from the pressure. Lancil used his free hand to push the leej down. “Hold still.”

			“He going to be okay?” Burga asked.

			“He’ll be outta commission for a couple days, but he’ll be fine.”

			Bishto pushed himself up on his elbows, gritting his teeth, face contorted in pain. “I can fight.”

			“You need to let this stuff work,” Lancil said. 

			“Fix me later,” he growled.

			Lancil appealed to Talon, “Sarge, help me out here.”

			A blaster bolt snapped overhead. “Stay put, Bishto, that’s an order,” Talon said.

			“But, Sarge—”

			“No arguments. Stay down and stay still.”

			Talon needed to get control before the situation deteriorated any further. The Talusar were going to pin them down if they didn’t get moving.

			 “Burga, Ginn, flank right; Lancil, Mazine left. Pax, find a perch and do some work with that N-18. The rest of you, with me.”

			Staying low, Talon made his way through the thick jungle, away from the sled. Another rocket found it and this time punched through rear armor. The explosion ripped the transport in half, sending debris and flames into the air.

			“Where in the hell did they get A-P rockets?” Burga asked over the L-comm.

			“See if you can keep them busy,” Talon said. “I’m going to try to work my way around to the north and come up behind them.”

			“Roger that, Sarge.” 

			Talon ducked blaster bolts zipping past his bucket. “Come on!” 

			He led his small group through the trees, praying that the enemy’s equipment couldn’t see through the thick foliage. The random fire tearing up the jungle around him suggested they couldn’t, but it was impossible to know for sure.

			As they got farther away from the sled, the fire became sporadic and the battle noise faded into the jungle background. 

			Talon took a knee when they reached a spot due north of the pillars, taking a breather and allowing his bucket’s computer to map out the enemy positions again. From here, he could see where they cut through the fence. They were working on something next to one of the pylons. 

			Talon zoomed in with his bucket’s optics. 

			It’s a bomb.

			“Stryker elements, heads up, they’ve got explosives, they’re trying to demo a pylon, check your fire. Those things don’t react well to blasters.”

			“We don’t react well to blasters, Sarge,” Burga said, over blaster fire in the background.

			“Okay, Pax, move right; Singh, you’re left; Ginn, on my six. We can’t let them detonate those explosives. Burga, let them know where you are!”

			“Roger that, sir.”

			Leej fire erupted from the south, battle cries projected at max volume through external speakers announcing Burga’s team engaging. Two tangos ducked behind a truck in the center of the clearing. Three more took off at a sprint to the northeast, heading for the tree line. 

			“Go!”

			Talon brought his N-4 up and advanced. 

			One of the aliens hiding behind the truck turned, somehow aware of Talon’s movement, and fired in his team’s direction. Talon dropped to a knee. Blaster fire tore through the jungle around him. He kicked his N-4 to full power, aimed and fired at the truck, just missing the insurgent standing next to it. The enemies fled farther behind the truck, taking themselves out of Talon’s sights.

			“Ginn! Get that A-P launcher up—take out their cover.”

			“On it, Sarge!”

			Talon heard the lock-on beep of the anti-vehicle launcher and then felt the air blossom from the pressure of the missile streaking toward the vehicle. The back of the truck exploded in a brilliant fireball, sending it flipping. The blast blew both insurgents back, flailing like rag dolls. The one that had been shooting at Talon lost his weapon on impact. The other smacked into a tree, his body snapping at an awkward angle.

			Out of the corner of his eye, Talon saw the other three disappear into the jungle.

			“They’re disengaging to the northeast,” Pax advised.

			“On it,” Burga replied. 

			“Watch those two,” Talon said, pointing. He kept to the edge of the tree line, seeking a better position to watch the remaining enemies. 

			One had dropped to a prone position, firing in the direction of Burga’s team, covering his companions. The other two leaned out from their cover behind one of the pylons, firing on Talon’s position.

			Talon ducked as the tree beside him erupted in blaster fire, sending bark and dust spraying into the air, adding to the already thick haze. He dove and rolled behind another tree, avoiding the super-heated bolts tearing up the jungle around him.

			Singh and Ginn opened up. Talon felt the concussions from their fire as he low-crawled forward, debris clinking off his helmet. 

			“One down!” Ginn advised over the squad channel.

			Talon rolled right, behind a fallen tree. He peered over the trunk and saw the proned out tango trying to reload a charge pack. The Talusar was one of the few with a mask on, which seemed pointless. Talon doubted if any human, let alone his squad could identify a particular Talusar in a lineup. They all looked the same to him.

			Not fast enough, Talon thought. He used the tree to steady his shot, then put a bolt through his Talusar’s mask. The alien’s head jerked back, bounced forward, and faceplanted, as dead as his charge pack.

			Another insurgent, holding his rifle at waist height, fired wildly, shouting curses at the legionnaires. Talon lined up his shot and fired. The alien’s rifle went spinning out of his hands. He landed hard on his back and didn’t move. 

			The last Talusar stumbled over his companion’s body and bolted for the jungle. 

			“I got him,” Pax said over the L-comm. 

			The bolt took the insurgent in the back, sending him sprawling forward, as dead as the rest.

			“Boom,” Pax said, lowering his rifle to admire his shot. “Ya dead.”

			Talon stayed where he was, waiting. None of the downed saboteurs moved and the ones who’d fled weren’t engaging. They’d disappeared into the thick jungle. 

			“Move up,” Talon said, getting to his feet. 

			The legionnaires came carefully out of the jungle, into the clear. 

			Talon ignored the burning vehicle, making straight for the pylons. He ducked through the fence, stopping next to the small bundle the insurgents had been working on. 

			“How’s it look, Sarge?” Burga asked.

			Talon didn’t respond, instead holding up a hand for silence. He was no explosives expert and part of him screamed to get away, but he crouched down and inspected it, trying to determine whether the device was active or not. It only took a second to figure out.

			“It’s not armed,” Talon said and got to his feet. “But let’s clear out until we can get a team here, just in case.”

			“Hey, Sarge,” Burga said. “You might want to come check this out, too.”

			Burga was holding one of the corpses’ black helmets. The alien’s head was covered in orange and black scales, its blood-red eyes staring lifelessly into the sky. Its mouth hung open, blood seeping between jagged teeth. Curly orange fur stuck out from the collar of its green and brown camouflage shirt. 

			Talon stopped next to the corporal, inspecting the alien corpse. “Talusar?”

			“You ever heard of them operating outside the Neburai Cluster before?” Burga asked.

			Talon shook his head. “Never. And they’re typically freighter pirates, so what the hell are they doing here?”
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			“These legionnaires were meant to protect us, not kill us!” Sharn Lun, a representative of the Gestori Workers League shouted, pointing at Lankin and Captain Kato.

			The two legionnaires stood at the back of the room, watching the locals argue and shout back and forth at each other. As Lankin understood it, the captain had been invited to take part in the discussion about recent events, but it quickly dissolved into a shouting match, with the two legionnaires as targets rather than participants.

			Lankin had spent the last few days attached to the captain’s hip, following him around during his mandatory cooling off period, something he’d repeatedly tried to explain was unnecessary, but the captain wasn’t having it. The event he’d thought was the highlight of a new sniper’s career had turned into a huge mess.

			In sniper school, earning your Death Angel wings was laudable—a special occasion, something to remember for your entire career. The Death Angels didn’t have a scoreboard per se, but some snipers were more accomplished than others. They didn’t share their exploits with anyone who didn’t wear the wings, and usually only the newest members actually talked about their kills. But what else could you talk about? A sniper’s job was to kill. 

			The investigation was ongoing and Lankin had no doubt it would continue for weeks after this crap mission was over. He’d never been the focus of a wrongful death investigation, but he’d seen them and knew they weren’t quickly dealt with. 

			The captain had pulled him from regular patrol and assigned him to a personal security detail. With the increased attacks, Kato had found an alternative to kitchen duty, which neither Lankin or Duval could complain about. Lankin would’ve preferred to be with his men, but he couldn’t deny that garrison duty wasn’t a bad gig, especially working directly for the captain.

			Major Wyeire wanted Lankin recalled to the Vendetta after the checkpoint incident, but Captain Kato had somehow managed to keep that from happening. No one knew for sure, but rumor was Kato leveraged some connections in higher Republic leadership. But Lankin never heard any specific names and wasn’t sure he believed it. Kato certainly wasn’t a point and he didn’t seem the type of man to use personal connections for professional gain—unlike appointed officers. The truth of how it happened was something Lankin would probably never know, but the major had relented and allowed him to stay with his platoon.

			Lankin didn’t enjoy the townhall meetings taking place on an almost nightly basis. Company representatives, along with civilian representatives for the workers, were not only at odds with each other, but with the Legion as well. The captain attempted to get both sides to see reason but had failed miserably. The only thing they could do now was listen to the ruckus and hope it didn’t get too out of hand.

			“That is not what happened,” Gabriel Fartush said, wagging a finger at the worker’s representative. 

			Fartush was a low-level Republic diplomatic envoy flown in two days after the incident at Checkpoint Bravo, “To ensure a fair and impartial investigation.” Lankin had trouble not rolling his eyes when the envoy had presented himself to the captain, but Fartush had done just what he said he was going to do. Not to mention trying everything in his power to shift blame for the incident with the insurgents. 

			Fartush continued, “We have shown you the evidence from the transport. You are all well aware of what that driver was trying to bring into the city. I can’t believe any one of you would be so blind as to believe he was not the real enemy. Your enemy is certainly not these legionnaires.”

			Forgot about the rockets, did ya? Lankin thought.

			The saving grace for Lankin was when they were finally able to inspect the transport at the checkpoint, they found fourteen rocket propelled grenade launchers stashed in a hidden compartment in the back. They hadn’t been able to recover any documentation about the origin or destination of the weapons, but they’d traced them back to the ship that delivered them and now the hauler was impounded off the coast, unable to leave until the investigation was complete.

			That should have been enough to show Lankin was justified—the driver clearly knew what he was doing. But for some reason, the townsfolk always conveniently forgot about the weapons being smuggled and focused on the Gestori Lankin shot. The weapon he tried to use against Lankin’s team had yet to be found and Lankin was under no illusion that it would magically turn up some day. The evidence was gone and the HUD recording from Lankin’s bucket was deemed inconclusive.

			After some bickering over semantics, Sharn said, “You expect us to just believe something is true because the Republic says it’s true? You people have not only been lying to us the entire time you’ve been on our planet, but long before as well. The Gestori Workers League sees no reason to trust blindly. That man was a father and a husband and had no criminal record or history of violence in his entire life. He’d been a schoolteacher, for Oba’s sake!”

			A schoolteacher with a crapload of high explosives. 

			As the meeting dragged on, Lankin found it harder and harder to keep his mouth shut. He managed it, knowing the fallout wouldn’t be worth whatever cathartic release came with putting these kelhorns in their place.

			“Schoolteacher or not,” Kato said. “Our investigation is ongoing. And any pressure on us to presume the guilt of a legionnaire is futile.”

			Lankin was impressed with the captain’s control, holding his temper so well under the circumstances. He’d felt the urge to pummel everyone in this room like an Acabar cougar.

			“Oh, I’m sure your investigation will be fair and balanced,” Sharn said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s insulting that you have this killer—” he pointed at Lankin “—anywhere other than in prison! And why is it you all-powerful legionnaires haven’t been able to find one shred of evidence as to the origin of these insurgents? With all the resources available to you, I find it hard to believe you haven’t discovered any useful information.”

			“We will root out the insurgents,” Kato said, ignoring the comment about Lankin beyond a fractional headshake at the sergeant that suggested he not react. “Make no mistake about that.”

			“And in the meantime,” Sharn continued, crossing his arms and addressing Pentu Solusar, the highest ranking Duracore manager in the room, “how are we going to guarantee the safety of the workers during this crisis? Surely you can’t expect my people to continue to work under these conditions—the threat of murder from terrorists and those supposedly protecting them—for the pitiful stipend Duracore provides?”

			And there it is, Lankin thought. It always comes back to credits.

			The Duracore manager, himself a Gestori, stood, his long purple robes pulling tight across his ample stomach as he pushed himself out of his seat. His gray skin was spotted with patches of black and white, some kind of skin disease according to the marine doctors. 

			When he spoke, his jowls bounced and his neck jiggled. “Now, you hold on there just a minute, Sharn. Duracore pays all our employees a fair wage. A wage, I might add, that all parties agreed to when the contracts were signed.” 

			“Bah,” Sharn brushed it off. “Fair wage. It’s a pittance, nowhere near what we should be earning for the work. I know of several other off-world operations where laborers are compensated at ten times what my people are for similar work. Not to mention, they don’t have to be in constant fear.” 

			“Then perhaps your people should seek employment on those planets,” Solusar said. “As for protection, we have provided security and will provide additional services as the need arises.”

			“Services! Whatever you want to call them, they’re not enough to keep us safe, obviously! Our people are here to provide for their families, not to die for your ore. I have half a mind to encourage them to—” 

			Solusar’s face turned darker shades of gray. “I would choose your words carefully, Sharn. Anything that might be considered a breach of contract will be dealt with accordingly.” 

			Sharn narrowed his eyes. “Encourage our people to start taking precautions for their own safety. I don’t think we’re at the point where striking would be necessary.”

			“Nor lawful under the terms of the agreement!” the Duracore lackey growled back.

			Fartush took the reins. “It may be a prudent time to remind everyone present that while this is a Duracore project, the Republic is spending exorbitant amounts of money to fund and operate this endeavor. Any worker or representative that is found to be actively obstructing or hindering the operation will face legal action and be responsible for restitution of costs incurred by such legal action or interruption of mining operations.”

			Lankin smiled behind his helmet as both the Duracore manager and workers’ representative gaped at Fartush. The envoy just revealed himself to be an attorney. And while Lankin had no love for lawyers—in his opinion, they weren’t worth the oxygen they used and should all be served up to hungry retantors—but in this situation, he didn’t mind hearing the man’s legal opinion on the case. 

			“Now,” Fartush said. “It’s getting late. I think we can adjourn our meeting tonight and set a date next week for 3rd Day.”

			The representatives hastened to agree and the crowd began to disperse.

			Captain Kato motioned for Lankin to meet at the door. Outside, Kato opened a private L-comm channel. “Aren’t you glad you never got into politics?” 

			“Yes, sir,” Lankin agreed. They climbed into the back of the waiting command sled. “Maybe next time they’ll actually let you speak at the briefing you were asked to give.”

			“Doubtful.”

			Lankin took a seat across from the captain. “My father wanted me to go into politics. He’d been a planetary rep for fifty years before retiring to the wind farm.”

			Kato pulled his bucket off and ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. “Why didn’t you?”

			Lankin laughed, pulling off his own helmet. The air inside the sled was cool and dry. “I didn’t want to sell my soul to the devil, I guess. Shooting people is a whole lot easier than trying to get them to work together. Well, most of the time.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			Lankin hesitated. 

			Kato nodded at him. “Speak freely, Sergeant.”

			Lankin sniffed. “Well, sir, part of me agrees with that Sharn character—we do need more support down here. I think we’ve seen that the situation is more unstable than was originally anticipated. At the very least, we should bring 2nd Platoon down. Even using the marines like we are, we don’t have the numbers to act as security and launch an effective offensive against these insurgents.”

			The captain considered Lankin’s words and said, “You surprise me, Sergeant.”

			“How’s that, sir?”

			“You see the entire picture, not just your small area of responsibility. A lot of legionnaires, while extremely effective killing machines, can’t see past the muzzle of their own blaster.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“And, as it happens, I agree with you. I’ve already broached this with command, and they don’t agree. The need to prevent this situation from getting out of control was expressly addressed, reinforced by the suggestion that personnel files would reflect the success or failure of the mission.”

			Lankin opened his mouth, but no words came. He was surprised the captain would entrust such information to one of his NCOs—typically complaints flowed up the chain, not down. Then again, Captain Kato wasn’t a typical Legion officer. The fact that Major Wyeire had all but said succeed and further your career, or fail at the expense of it, spoke a lot about the importance of their mission here.

			“We’ve got to hold what we’ve got, Sergeant Lankin. That’s as simple as it gets. As it stands now, we’re not going to get any help down here, so we’re going to have to make do with what we have.”

			“I understand, sir.”

			“Good. Because tomorrow we start pushing back.”
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			The jungle air was hot and despite the temperature regulators inside Lankin’s armor, he was feeling it. After the first hour of hiking, he’d stopped fidgeting with the controls and resigned himself to the knowledge that it was just going to be hot, and there wasn’t any way around it. Fortunately, the synthprene base layer he wore underneath the armor was doing its job and wicking most of his sweat away. 

			“Are you as good with that N-4 as you are with your N-18?” Corporal Kessler asked over the squad’s L-comm.

			From the front of the formation, Lankin said, “I’ve been known to hit a few targets with it from time to time.”

			Not having his N-18 with him gave Lankin a weird, naked feeling. He’d had that rifle with him nonstop for months, but here, progressing deeper into the jungle, Lankin found he much preferred having the N-4 in his hands than the bulky sniper rifle. Visibility was limited to say the least, not to mention their engagement range was significantly reduced. Unless he climbed to the top of a tree to find a perch, a long-barreled rifle was more a liability than help. And even then, he still wouldn’t be able to see what was in front of him beyond a few dozen meters.

			Their HUDs helped somewhat. Lankin’s was set to a cross section of infrared and true vision. The left half of the bucket’s display was a mixture of grays and whites, the right showing the full color foliage around him.

			Bugs chirping and birds singing filtered through his bucket’s external pickups. He’d switched off the odor filter to smell the fresh jungle air, which probably had something to do with how hot he was under the shell. It was really a nice place, somewhere he’d voluntarily spend time, exploring and enjoying the rainforest. Minus the bloodthirsty Talusar, of course.

			Lankin led the squad through the undergrowth. According to the mission map, they had another two kilometers in their search grid. Despite Lieutenant Duval’s objections—something the point seemed to be more comfortable doing—Captain Kato had spent the past few days laying down specific search patterns and sharing coordinates and schedules with his squad leaders only.

			If the attack at Pylon 29 had shown them anything, it was that the insurgents were well informed of the Republic’s movements, and they needed to work harder to conceal the operations. That there were spies in Gangeers actively feeding information to them was a foregone conclusion. Rooting out those spies was another story altogether. Kato put people to work on the intelligence leak. Maintaining random but comprehensive patrolling of the surrounding jungle would produce results.

			Lankin squeezed between two flowering purple bushes, enjoying their aroma. Red, purple, and yellow leaves splashed against the verdant greens, a riot of color. After living in cities for almost his entire life, the sweet smells and lush landscape were something Lankin felt he definitely needed more of.

			Another, more acrid smell reached him.

			Smoke, he thought, frowning.

			He twisted around, bringing his N-4 to low ready. “Hold up,” he sent on the L-comm. “Do you guys smell that?”

			“You got your scrubbers turned off? I can’t stand the smell out here,” Sweets answered. After a moment, he asked, “Is that smoke?”

			Lankin panned his gaze back and forth, waiting for his HUD to tag potential targets. The IR feed detected elevated heat levels from a point seventy-five meters ahead.

			“Smells a little like it,” Lankin told his team. “Not enough PPMs for the buckets to say either way, but it’s possible. Keep your eyes open, I’m going to scout it out.”

			Keeping low, Lankin pressed through the underbrush, taking care to keep his footsteps light. The heat signature on his IR got more defined as he made his way through the jungle. By the time he reached the base of a small hill, the column of heat rising was clearly visible on his IR spectrum, and through his unfiltered view, he could see a thin line of smoke curling into the air.

			“Yeah, something’s burning up this way,” he announced into the L-comm. “Maybe a campfire or something. Hang back. I’m going for a closer look.”

			 He climbed the hill, dropping a third of the way up and crawling the rest of the way to the peak. He pulled himself up next to a tree and peered around the trunk. 

			You’ve got to be kidding me.

			The unmistakable remnants of a camp. It had been abandoned recently and hastily, the fire in the center carelessly doused. Smoldering embers were the source of the smoke. Logs had been dragged on either side of the fire for benches. Three tents, large enough for two, maybe three full-grown human males, and crates of supplies piled next to them.

			 He made a quick scan of the surrounding jungle but detected no enemy signals or movements.

			“Heads up, leejes,” Lankin said through the L-comm. “Insurgent camp, at the heat signature. It’s been recently abandoned.” 

			He gave them the details and marked a spot south of the camp with his HUD. “Sweets, take Kessler and move to this position. I’m not seeing any—wait, no, I am picking up some possible targets inside the middle tent on the west side of the camp.”

			Lankin held his position, waiting for any sign of hostile targets. The heat signature in the tent hadn’t moved since he’d picked it up, which meant whoever was inside was either sleeping or killed recently.

			“I’m moving up,” Lankin said, getting to his feet. He kept low, creeping slowly, keeping his N-4 trained on the tent and scanning the entire camp.

			“On your six, Sarge,” Private Corse said over the L-comm.

			“Roger.” 

			Sweets reported in. “All right, I’m in position at the south end of camp.”

			The corporal’s silhouette was just visible behind a thick cluster of red and purple fronds. 

			The heat source inside the tent moved. Lankin froze, finger tensing ever so slightly on the trigger, ready to blast whatever was inside to bits. The tent fabric rustled but nothing emerged through the flap.

			His N-4 trained, Lankin inched forward, hyperaware, looking for anything left in the camp that might be a boobytrap. There was a tuft of orange fur caught in the hinge of one of the supply crates. On the ground next to it, a tipped over cup.

			The tent moved again as Lankin passed the smoldering firepit. 

			Lankin stopped a few feet away from the tent. “Sweets?”

			“In position. I’ve got a clear shot right through the front of the tent but no idea who’s in there.”

			“Private Corse, be ready.”

			The legionnaire came up behind Lankin. “Roger.”

			Lankin activated his external speakers. “This is the Republic Legion. We have you surrounded, come out with your hands up and surrender.”

			The tent rustled again. Someone was definitely moving around in there. Through his IR feed, Lankin could make out what looked like a humanoid near the back of the tent. 

			“Sweets, you have him on IR?”

			“Locked on, Sarge.” 

			“If he comes up looking like he wants to play…”

			“Roger that.”

			Lankin knew the best-case scenario was to take the tent’s occupant alive and bring him in for interrogation. There were some in the Republic that frowned upon legionnaire interrogation techniques, but Lankin knew, for the most part, they produced results. The opportunity to acquire actionable intel about their adversaries, their capabilities and agenda would be priceless.

			Lankin decided to try another tack. “Listen, we know you’re in the tent. You’re the only one here. All your buddies left you. Looks like they cared more about themselves than they did you. Come on out and we’ll protect you, even give you a meal that’s better than whatever you were eating. We’re not going anywhere.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t speak Standard,” Corse said.

			Lankin increased his external volume and repeated his order to come out peacefully. On the IR the figure moved, pressing itself into the far corner.

			He shook his head and cursed. “The hard way it is. Corse, grab the flap.”

			“Roger.” 

			The private stepped up to the front corner of the tent, trying not to give away his position. With his N-4 in one hand, he bent down and grabbed the tent flap with the other.

			Lankin let his rifle hang, pushing it around behind him and drew his blaster pistol from its holster on his thigh. 

			Corse pulled the flap back and Lankin ducked in, frowning at the mass of blankets and—

			A blood-chilling screech ripped through the tent and a creature the size of a large dog lunged. All Lankin saw was skeletal limbs and a gaping maw with rows of razor-sharp teeth before it clamped down on him. 

			He screamed as pain shot through his gun hand. Knifelike teeth tore through armored glove, flesh, tendon, and bone. Lankin fell back, instinctively pulling the trigger, but the blaster pistol didn’t fire. He pulled again and again as he fell to the ground. The weapon wasn’t firing. 

			“Oh, sket!” shouted Corse, and Lankin heard the private push his way into the tent.

			The creature landed on top of him, adding confusion to the pain clouding his mind. The half-light gave it a devilish look, like a demon from the gates of Hell itself. Four jagged horns stretched out like bony claws behind the eyes. And its mouth…

			Blood sprayed from its jaws and Lankin screamed as it wrenched its head back and forth, jerking Lankin with him. The creature’s mouth was as wide as its head, almost the width of a legionnaire bucket, but half the height. It made high-pitched guttural sounds, still shaking Lankin like a rat.

			Lankin slammed his left fist repeatedly into the side of its head, every blow eliciting a snarl. 

			Why wouldn’t his pistol fire?

			“Sarge!” someone shouted over the L-comm. 

			“Shoot it!” Lankin yelled. “Shoot it! Shoot it!”

			One of the rows of eyes locked onto Private Corse. It snarled again, wrenching its head around for a better look at the leej.

			Pain like Lankin had never experienced before: he could actually feel the tendons in his hand rip as the thing jerked its head around. The legionnaire kicked out, trying to knock the creature off of him, but six finger-like claws at the end of its spindly legs dug into his armor.

			A single shot.

			The impact knocked the creature sideways, but not completely off Lankin—its exoskeleton deflected the bolt. It screamed and worked its jaws furiously, redoubling its attack. 

			Several more shots and the creature howled louder and this time it fell, but the thing still refused to let go. 

			It backed away from the legionnaires, snarling as it dragged Lankin, teeth digging deeper, determined to keep its prey. 

			Time lost all meaning for Lankin as he desperately scrambled with the monster trying to keep the pressure off his mutilated hand. The thing had to be some kind of apex predator. The king of the jungle. Lankin could hear himself screaming in pain. The screams gave way to desperate prayers for the pain to stop.

			A third barrage of blaster fire slammed into the beast. The creature shrieked again, its furious cry loud enough to cause his bucket’s sound-dampeners to kick in. It snapped its jaws several times, glaring at Lankin with both sets of eyes, and in that instant, Lankin’s hand was free. His pulled it in close against his chest and rolled away, blood spraying.

			It seemed to be considering how badly it wanted to make a meal of the leej. More rounds slammed into it, and it decided. With a final screech of contempt, it turned and disappeared into the jungle.

			Lankin rolled onto his back and gritted his teeth, trying not to think about the pulsing pain in his hand. He uncovered his injured hand and saw a mass of mangled flesh.

			“Hold on, Sarge, I got you,” Sweets said, kneeling beside him. He pulled his medical kit free and rolled it open.

			“Holy hell,” Corse said. “I’ve never seen something that could stand up to blaster fire like that before.”

			Lankin groaned and clutched his hand tighter. 

			Sweets pulled out a tube of sealant. “Okay, Sarge, let me see.”

			Lankin heard the words, and on some level even understood them, but he couldn’t make his hand move. He cursed through gritted teeth.

			Sweets pushed down on his shoulder, forcing him to stay on his back. “Someone help me hold him down.” 

			Lankin felt hands grab him, hold him down. The predator’s mouth gaped from his memory and he began to shake. The weight of its body pinned him to the ground as rows of teeth tore through him. The snarling, its ear-splitting screams, rang in his ears. 

			His leejes held him down even as he tried to wiggle away. He had to escape from the pain. He was convinced the burning agony in his hand would consume the rest of his body if he didn’t get away.

			Something stung his shoulder and coldness flowed down his arm, washing away the fire.

			“Sergeant Lankin, can you hear me?”

			Lankin didn’t know how to respond, as though he’d forgotten how to speak. He felt his bucket being pulled off.

			No, it’s still out there, Lankin tried to say, but the words stuck in his mind. He reached up with his good hand and tried to pull his bucket back down, but it was no use. He could only paw feebly at it. 

			Tears blurred his vision. All he could make out were dark, unfocused figures looming around him. And they spoke to him as if from some distant plane of existence.

			“Dude, he’s jacked up.”

			“Maybe that thing had some venom in those fangs?”

			One of the figures leaned close. “Sarge? Talk to me, Garo.”

			He managed a groan through the hazy fog and closed his eyes again, trying to block the swirling world around him.

			“Come on,” the voice said. “We need to get him back to Wolf.”
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			Sergeant Talon stepped up to the small desk just inside the front door to Gangeers’ hospital, which was little more than a clinic. “I’m looking for a patient. Garo Lankin?”

			“Yes, sir,” the reception droid answered. “He is currently under the care of—” 

			“Thanks, I’ll find him.” Talon stalked off, leaving it chattering about needing an escort and having to sign in.

			Several medbots scurried between rooms, carrying trays and towels, assisting their Gestori minders. Talon cradled his bucket under one arm and weaved through the controlled chaos. The clinic smelled like any other clinic he’d ever been in: sterile, mixed with sweat and blood. An almost constant chorus of coughs echoed through the place. As Talon passed one of the rooms, a medbot pushed aside the curtain on its way out.

			Talon stole a glance and saw a Gestori worker lying under several blankets, face covered by a breathing mask. 

			“Oh, excuse me, sir,” the medbot said, pulling the curtain back into place. 

			Talon ignored the bot, continuing down the line. He’d heard some rumors about the miners getting sick after prolonged exposure to the ore dust, but now he wondered just how many of them had occupied these beds, sick or dying since the operation started up. And whether they were contagious. 

			He covered his mouth with his free hand.

			His buddy Lankin had been in a rough place. The bite was nasty enough in itself, but things went freaky once the docs on base realized that the legionnaire wasn’t responding to digit regeneratives—he’d lost three fingers and they weren’t growing back in spite of treatment. Compounding the problem was the skinpacks seemed to be fighting to contain some sort of venom or infection the antibodies and multi-vens couldn’t bring under control. Reluctantly, Captain Kato made the call to transfer Lankin to this local clinic after a Gestori working on base said they would know how to fix the legionnaire up. They’d dealt with bites from these creatures before.

			Today was the first day Lankin was lucid enough to have visitors, and Talon wasn’t going to wait any longer to see his friend. Given the rumors he’d heard, it might be the last chance he’d have while on-planet.

			A Gestori woman standing in the aisle asked, “Can I help you?” 

			“Yes, I’m looking for Sergeant Lankin,” Talon said through his gloved hand. The woman’s eyes flicked to the hand, which he dropped to his side, feeling silly.

			She didn’t respond right away, looking him up and down as if she was determining if she would allow him access to his friend. Finally, she turned and said, “This way.”

			She led him to the last room and pulled back the curtain.

			Lankin looked up from a datapad and grinned. “Well, well, well, finally decided to come see the little people, eh?” 

			Talon edged around the Gestori woman with a nod of thanks. His friend wore a light blue hospital gown, tied on the sides. His wounded hand was encased in a metal cylinder attached by wires and tubes to a large square machine beside his bed. Two pumps on the top of the device moved up and down, pumping green liquid through the tubes connected to the gauntlet. Another display showed his vitals and toxin levels. 

			“So, I hear you’re going to make it,” Talon said, grinning.

			“He’s stable,” the Gestori woman said, without a hint of humor. “His injuries were not life-threatening. Fortunately, I had the supplies on hand for the operation, despite a distinct lack of Republic assistance.”

			Lankin rolled his eyes, sighing. 

			Talon snapped, “You mean our efforts to keep you safe? Would you rather we let those Talusar skets blow up your town?”

			The woman sniffed. “I’m not worried about being blown up.”

			“Doc,” Lankin said. “Can you give us a minute?”

			The Gestori regarded both legionnaires for a long moment. “Five minutes. That’s it.” She turned and left without another word, pulling the curtain closed behind her.

			Talon leaned forward and whispered, “She seems like a barrel of fun.”

			Lankin closed the datapad he’d been reading and set it on the bed next to him. “You have no idea. And the food in this place…” He made a face.

			“Word is, Sweets has been hooking you up with chow.”

			“Shhh.” Lankin raised a finger to his lips. “Keep that on the down low.”

			“I have a feeling if Doctor No-Fun catches Sweets, he’ll end up in a bed right next to you.”

			“You’re right about that. Doc Pendisa has the personality of a bot with faulty emotive software.”

			“So what’s the prognosis?” Talon nodded at Lankin’s encased hand.

			“Lost three fingers. And the toxins from that damn hellhound are still fighting off the regeneratives. Sounds like the best option is cybernetic replacement—in the short term anyway.” 

			“You know what that means, right?”

			Lankin nodded. “Marine docs think they’ll be able to reverse the process once we’re done here. It’s weird; I know my fingers are gone, but I can still feel them.”

			Talon chuckled, hiding the unease he felt. A sniper losing fingers meant he would be pulled from the field and reassigned. There was a whole slew of evaluations to get through before the Legion decided whether you were functional enough without cybernetics to successfully operate on the battlefield. Most guys weren’t. 

			Talon set his bucket on Lankin’s legs, then pulled the chair close, spinning it around to sit backward. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to pet strange animals?”

			“Kelhorned thing can burn in hell.”

			“Well, rest easy,” Talon said. “We caught the thing for ya, strung it up outside the barracks.” He crossed his arms. “Not sure how long LT will let it slide, but we’ll see. I guess the locals call them kuruprats, not sure what that translates to. They’re kind of a menace.”

			“You don’t say.”

			“That’s what I hear,” Talon said with a grin. “Near blaster-proof exoskeleton, sharp teeth, venomous saliva… nightmare fuel. Even dead—nightmare fuel.”

			“I’m surprised Duval let you keep it this long.”

			Talon sniffed. “Well, technically, he hasn’t seen it yet. Hasn’t come out of the CP since the Pylon attack. Probably still washing his pants. I hear he was crapping himself during the battle, such as it was.”

			Lankin arched an eyebrow. “Way I hear it, it was barely that.”

			“It was a good little gunfight,” Talon said. “Talusar are just like Hools, all brawn, no brains. We sent them running for the hills.”

			“You let them get away, eh? You’re slipping in your old age, Chase.” 

			“Ha! Run after them and end up like you? No thanks,” Talon said.

			“And they haven’t shown back up?”

			“I think we scared the fight out of them,” Talon said. “We’ve had teams riding with the cargo train ever since, without encountering so much as a probe. Been almost a week. Kato’s still asking for reinforcements, but the major keeps shutting him down. Said this small insurgent group shouldn’t be causing this many problems and all but blamed Captain Kato for the pylon attack. Said his security measures were inadequate and poorly thought out.”

			“Coming from the guy who refuses to step foot on the battlefield.” 

			“Hell, I heard the major wants to investigate you for that,” Talon said, nodding at Lankin’s bandaged hand.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Talon chuckled. “Claims you must have been negligent and that you knowingly put yourself in danger and therefore intentionally damaged Republic property. Next time throw a fragger in the tent first and KTF, huh?”

			“You know,” Lankin said, shaking his head. “That doesn’t surprise me at all if what you’re saying is true. Not one bit.”

			“Doesn’t make any sense to me, man.”

			“Hell, this whole thing doesn’t make any sense,” Lankin agreed. “The insurgents, the attacks, I mean it’s not like they can just sneak the stuff off-planet. So what are they doing here? And don’t you think it’s weird that the locals don’t have any idea who could be behind these attacks? I mean this is an orchestrated thing, you know it is.”

			“I know,” Talon said, even though he wasn’t entirely sure it was. “But proving it, that’s the issue.”

			“We need to just crush the bastards. Wyeire needs to bring the rest of the company down and overwhelm the enemy.”

			“Ha! If you think the major is going to leave the comfort of his cruiser, I think you’re going to need your head examined too.”

			“I thought success here was a career maker.”

			“It is,” nodded Talon, “but you gotta look at it from the big picture. Tossing twenty leejes into a problem and then fixing it makes your star shine a whole lot brighter than sending in a company with air support. I don’t think you’d see him come down here even if the entire mission went to hell. He’d just pull anchor, blame the failure on the ineptitude of his ground commands and run back to the Republic. Hell, the House of Reason would probably give him a medal.”

			“Wonderful leadership we’ve got,” Lankin muttered. “How’s Kato handling it?”

			Talon shrugged. “About as well as you’d expect. Yesterday we had some Duracore reps at the gate, demanding to speak with him. Practically blaming the Legion for the increased attacks, like us being here antagonized the insurgents.”

			“Hell, we should just leave then. Let them deal with their own problems.”

			“Right there with you, brother. But you know the Republic isn’t going to just up and leave a valuable resource to some backwater nobodies.”

			“You’re right about that,” Lankin said. 

			“Lucky you though, right?” 

			Lankin frowned up at his friend. “What are you talking about?”

			“You’ve got a mandatory medical,” Talon said. “Your transfer papers came through this morning. That poison the thing pumped into you did a number, brother. No chance for regeneratives, remember? I guess you were pretty out of it…”

			Lankin jerked up, almost pulling the monitor cables free of their machines. “What do you mean my transfer papers? I’m not going anywhere!”

			“Not sure you have much of a choice, brother.” 

			“I’ll refuse the orders,” Lankin said, prying the medical gauntlet off his arm. “I’m not going to leave my men behind when I can still fight.”

			Lankin groaned when the leads pulled free of his skin. His metal fingers twitched open and shut after he pulled the gauntlet free. His thumb and first two fingers had been replaced by cybernetic implants. 

			“See,” Lankin said, holding the fingers and miming a firing motion with his index finger. “I can still pull a trigger.”

			The digits were jerky and Talon could tell his friend was concentrating hard on hiding his unsteadiness. “I see that. But you know regs. Legion don’t have room for cyborgs most times.”

			Lankin frowned. “Come on, man, you remember that old-timer… what was his name? The guy from Fratis II? You know, the one that lost both legs and an arm and still managed to beat back an advanced Savage horde? Took a rocket in his sled… sket, what was his name?”

			“Winters? Wickers? It’s been a while since I took leej history.”

			Lankin flipped his half-hand. “Doesn’t matter, the point is, as long as I can physically fight, I’m not going anywhere. Besides, one of my instructors in marksmanship school was a mechy, didn’t seem to slow him down that much. Just need practice is all. KTF, right?”

			“KTF,” Talon agreed.

			



		

You taught me to not ever take sket from anyone.

			12

			Lankin’s mechanical fingers twitched and he dropped the canteen he was holding. It bounced across the floor, rolling under the next bunk. He squeezed the fingers tight, listening to the whine of the internal motors, watching the joints turn. 

			He could still feel his last two fingers, and despite having motor control over the other three, he couldn’t actually feel them, like he could his natural ones. There were more sophisticated cybernetics in the galaxy, ones that connected to existing nerves and felt no different—but the Republic didn’t pay for those in the field. And rarely approved upgrades to the veterans trying to navigate the criminally apathetic bureaucracy in charge of their after-war care. Learning how to judge without tactile sensation was difficult and knowing exactly how much pressure to exert was even harder.

			“Ha, three of a kind!” Lieutenant Valpasi slapped his cards down on the table in the bunkhouse to a chorus of groans and jeers. The four legionnaires at the table with him threw down their cards in disgust, causing the holographic faces to shimmer and distort. 

			“What is that, five hands in a row?” Cross asked. 

			“Six,” Kessler said.

			Lankin stood, ready to leave the canteen. “I told you guys, pilots are shady.”

			Valpasi held his arms out. “Hey, I resemble that remark.”

			Cross tapped a finger on his small stack of chips. “All right, I got this. All-in blind.”

			Kessler dealt cards and triggered their faces to shuffle. “You sure?”

			“No way he can pull out seven hands in a row. No way.”

			Valpasi shook his head as he pulled in his winnings. “I keep this up I might never have to fly again. I’ll just retire to some tropical planet near the core and drink all of Cross’s credits away. Maybe start up a tour charter or something. Beats flying those old Republic tin-cans, that’s for sure.”

			“Not a chance,” Cross said.

			“So, spill the beans,” Markyle said, inspecting the cards Kessler had dealt. “Who’d you piss off to get this sket assignment?”

			“What do you mean?” the pilot asked. “I check, by the way.”

			Markyle tapped the table, also checking. “I mean, you seem like a squared away guy. Most of the competent featherheads I know are off on some destroyer somewhere, flying tri-fighters. How’d you manage to get shafted all the way out here, flying transport shuttles?”

			Kessler and Cross both checked and Kessler dealt the Flop.

			“I flew tri-fighters when I first joined,” Valpasi said. “But the damn things are like flying an impervisteel coffin that’s way too small, if you ask me. Bet one hundred.”

			“I’m out,” Markyle said, tossing his cards down.

			“Call,” Kessler said, then dealt the turn.

			“Besides,” Valpasi continued. “I’d much rather be flying in atmo than void. At least if your ride gets hit down here, you have a chance. Up there, you’re just done. Raise.”

			“Thought you featherheads had protective suits?”

			“Sure. And those never get breached when your cockpit is blown apart, right?” The pilot tossed in another handful of chips.

			Kessler called, “Here we go.” He laid down the River card and sat back.

			Valpasi considered his hand again, eyed Kessler for a moment, then said, “Three hundred.”

			Lankin couldn’t see what the legionnaire medic was holding, but the expression Kessler tried to hide told him everything he needed to know. 

			He set his cards down on the table. “I’m out.”

			Valpasi looked at Cross. “What you got, brother?”

			The private glared at the pilot and then looked back at Kessler. “This is unbelievable.” He flipped over his cards. “Two stinking pair.”

			“Not bad. But…” Valpasi flipped over one of his cards. “Three of a kind.” 

			Cross jumped up. “You’ve got to be kidding me! You have some cards shoved up your sleeves or something?”

			The pilot held up his hands, fingers spread, laughing. “Not a thing.”

			“That’s got to be some kind of record or something,” Markyle said. 

			“It’s kelhorned ridiculous is what it is,” Cross replied.

			But Lankin’s mind was elsewhere. Beyond the card table. “Don’t you even miss the thrill?”

			“Of what, battle?” asked Valpasi.

			“Yeah.”

			“You’d be surprised how much action shuttle jocks get. More than the fighter pilots.”

			“C’mon…” Cross protested.

			The pilot shook his head. “No. It’s true. No one has a fleet that can go up against the Republic. All the fighting happens in atmo. Hell, one time I was dropping off some executive types on this trade mission on Fernaris, when we were ambushed by these zhee pirates. Had the entire port side of my bird riddled by blaster fire before I could get off the pad. Managed to save the execs by dropping my repulsor pads right onto those donks, roasted and crushed them as they tried to run.”

			“Impressive.”

			Valpasi shrugged. “Fernaris government didn’t think so, got the whole team banished from the planet before they’d even started negotiations. That’s part of the reason I got shipped out here.”

			“Out of sight, out of mind,” Lankin said.

			“Exactly.”

			The barracks door opened and Talon came in, his helmet held under one arm. He took one look at the table, eyed Cross, and grinned. “How much did he lose this time?”

			“Sarge, that’s hurtful,” Cross said.

			“Too much,” Lankin said. “Might have to put him on a Hold ’Em restriction.”

			Pax came in behind Talon, his N-18 slung across his chest. He’d been raised on a farm and his father had taught him how to shoot from the time he’d been able to hold a weapon. The corporal had gone through the Gauntlet right out of basic.

			Lankin’s chest tightened at the sight of the rifle. He hadn’t touched his own N-18 since he’d been attacked. It rested in clips above his bed, above his newly acquired N-4. The urge to take it out to the range and dust it off was almost overwhelming.

			Talon stopped next to Lankin, noticing his friend’s distress. He put a hand on Lankin’s shoulder. “You okay?”

			“Yeah, fine. How was the patrol?”

			Talon slid his N-4 into the rack above his bunk. “Uneventful. Checkpoint traffic has been really reduced since your deal. And haven’t heard a peep from the insurgents. Maybe they finally got the hint.”

			“I doubt it,” Lankin said.

			“Captain told me he submitted your paperwork for your pin,” Pax said, joining them and nodding at Lankin’s N-18. He slapped a stencil of a skull with wings and a crosshair on Lankin’s chest. “How’s it feel getting your Death Angel wings on your first mission?”

			Lankin shook his head. “I told him not to.”

			“Well, he’s doing it anyway,” Pax said.

			Talon frowned. “You don’t want your pin?”

			“It’s not that,” Lankin said. “It’s just that I don’t feel like I’ve actually earned it. A sniper’s first kill is supposed to be in combat, not during some crummy security mission.”

			“Hey, a kill’s a kill,” Pax said. “And I’ve seen the recordings, it was a damn good shot.”

			“The guy wasn’t even a combatant, though. Not really. He was just some lackey the Talusar paid to bring in their equipment.”

			“He wasn’t just some lackey,” Talon said. “He was armed and he was bringing in weapons that would’ve been used against us eventually. You saved lives with that shot, Garo. Don’t ever think any different.”

			“Maybe. I hope so.”

			“I know so,” Talon said. “And show a little gratitude, pal. Kato did you a favor keeping your crippled ass on-base while you recover instead of sending you up to the ship. He’s trying to do you another one with this.”

			Lankin nodded. “No, you’re right.”

			“Only favor I want,” Cross said, slinging his N-4 over his shoulder, “is for these kelhorned insurgents to stop playing hide and tease games. They won’t stand a chance in a straight up gunfight. What do you say, Kess, you want to see if we can find some today?”

			Kessler grabbed his bucket off his bunk and shook his head. “Hell no, man. You still have credits I need.”
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			“That’s the last one,” Burga said, coming up behind Talon as Gestori workers loaded transport bins behind them.

			Talon checked the time readout on his HUD. “It’s about time. Chow’s gonna be cold by the time we get back to Wolf.”

			“If it’s even still there.”

			Two weeks had passed since the attack on Pylon 29, and with them, the only sign of insurgents. Major Wyeire was satisfied that they were gone, on the run, terrified of the Legion’s might and ferocity. He was making plans to withdraw the Legion, leaving the pacified planet in the Repub marines’ care.

			Sergeant Chase Talon knew better.

			He stood on top of the train, watching workers. Clouds of black dust filled the air as tons of ore poured into the open top cargo bins. The workers glared at the legionnaires, occasionally cursing them. They may have been resigned to the fact that the Legion wasn’t going anywhere, but they made no qualms about showing their displeasure at the situation.

			Don’t you know we’re here to protect you? Talon thought. 

			He’d given up repeating the imaginary argument he wished he could’ve had with the locals several days before, knowing whatever he said would make no difference in their opinion of him or his men. Things seemed to have deteriorated to an all-time low, even with the insurgents’ apparent disappearance. Even the Gestori that had seemed genuinely appreciative of their protection when the Legion first arrived now seemed to despise them. 

			Protests at the gates of FOB Wolf had become a daily routine. The crowds had grown from a handful of poorly organized protestors to over a hundred disciplined demonstrators. Fortunately, there were enough marines to rotate through the guard posts that no one had to endure the hate being spewed for more than a few hours. 

			To Captain Kato’s credit, he’d kept up the regular patrols and maintained their security presence on the train during shipments. He’d even managed to convince Major Wyeire to rotate the company, giving the men on-planet a much deserved break, even though that rotation wouldn’t happen for two weeks.

			The ore hauler’s back-up alarm brought Talon out of his reverie. The oversized six-wheeled vehicle turned and rolled down the ramp, disappearing into a field of stacked storage containers.

			His bucket’s HUD identified over a hundred workers, logging their locations for his squad’s battlenet. There’d been rumors of sympathizers amongst the workers, and with the hostility on display at the gate, Kato didn’t want his men taking any chances. Everyone, everywhere, was tagged, logged, and tracked. But without having a full complement of TT-16s, the tracking was extremely limited.

			A worker near the base of the loading ramp barked a Gestori curse, holding forefinger and pinky up in what Talon had come to know as the Gestori equivalent of flipping someone the bird.

			“I’m never going to get this stench out of this suit,” Burga said.

			“You’re telling me. I think my skin has a permanent film on it. Every time we put the armor back on—there it is. I’m counting the days until we get back to Vendetta and can spend a few days out of the suits while they’re decontaminated.”

			“I hear that.”

			On the platform below, Corporal Lancil jogged up and waved to get the sergeant’s attention. “All sealed up, Sarge. We’re ready to go.”

			“Roger that,” Talon said. “Try to keep up with us this time, would ya?”

			Lancil protested, “I told you, I wasn’t driving last time, that was Pax. He drives slower than your grandma.”

			A panel flashed on Talon’s HUD, route information forwarded from the train’s conductor. 

			“Looks like we’re going all the way to Able,” Talon said, using the platoon’s code designation for the spaceport. Occasionally, the trains would divert briefly in Gangeers to unload ore samples or pick up new workers.

			“Roger,” Lancil said. “See ya there.” 

			* * *

			Ten minutes later, Talon and half of his team—Burga, Pax, Stoma, and Noshey—found seats in one of the passenger cars. Bishto took point, joining the conductor in the engine. Occasionally, Talon caught sight of Lancil’s team in the combat sled, the rest of the time his bucket’s HUD tracked it through the trees and foliage.

			“You know,” Talon said, “in any other situation, this might be a nice, relaxing, scenic ride.”

			“Bah, can’t stand all the green,” Burga said. “Give me a concrete jungle any day. Where I can walk to any street corner and get a burger and a beer in less than five minutes and the only thing I have to worry about is whether or not I’ll get food poisoning.”

			“You’re from Teema, right? I’m sure that’s more often than not.”

			Burga shrugged. “Eh, it’s better than having your hand chomped off.”

			Talon laughed. “Can’t disagree with you there. But you’re telling me you don’t appreciate that view?” 

			In the distance, mountains stretched into the sky, their snowcapped peaks disappearing into a layer of clouds. A flock of birds erupted from a tree taller than any other around it, branches stretched wide over the surrounding jungle.

			Burga laughed. “All right, I’ll give it to you. It beats smog.”

			“You’re damn right it do—”

			The train lurched. Talon braced himself on a seat back and opened his squad’s L-comm. “Bishto, what’s your status?”

			The private said, “Looks like something on the tracks about a quarter klick ahead.”

			“And we can’t just knock it off?”

			“Conductor doesn’t want to take the chance. Whatever it is, he says it’s big and I don’t have a code to override the bot. Gestori are gonna need to remove whatever it is before we can pass.”

			Talon pressed his bucket against the window, trying to see ahead of the train. “For Oba’s sake, roger that. Tell the lizards to hurry up, would you?”

			Bishto chuckled. “Roger that, Sarge.”

			“Lancil, you up?” Talon asked.

			“Roger, I copy, Sarge. I’m bringing my sled in to check it out.”

			“There’s always something,” Burga said, pulling himself out of his seat.

			Talon keyed the Command channel. “Stryker-10 to Command Post, be advised, we’ve encountered some kind of track hazard just south of Pylon 64. The conductor says it’s gotta be moved before we can continue south, how copy?”

			“Roger that, Stryker-10.”

			A cold feeling of dread descended on Talon. The track bisected two large, tree-covered hills. The trees provided excellent positions for snipers to set up, offering cover for any troops looking to advance on their position on the ground. 

			The perfect ambush, he thought. “Eyes up, team. I don’t like this at all. Bishto, tell—”

			A sharp whistle cut through the cabin just before Talon saw the trail of smoke from a rocket rising out of the trees. 

			“Incoming!” Talon shouted.

			The rocket slammed into the rear of the train, sending a ball of fire from the impact point. The train shook around them. A second rocket burst from the canopy, streaking through the air and slamming into the engine at the front of the train.

			“Contact right! Contact right! Enemy troops engaging,” Talon yelled over the L-comm.

			He opened up with his N-4, blasting out a window, spraying glass everywhere. Burga added his own fire to Talon’s barrage, tearing through leaves and branches, raking blaster fire across the tree line. To Talon’s left, Noshey braced his SAB on a seat back and unleashed a volley. 

			The sound dampeners in Talon’s bucket activated as his team began shooting. Incoming blaster fire sparked off the train’s impervisteel frame and shattered windows.

			“I don’t have anything on battlenet,” Burga said.

			“I’ll see if I can get a bead on them,” Pax said, pushing past Talon. 

			Another rocket screamed in, slamming into the train. The impact shook their car, tossing the legionnaires to one side.

			“We need to get off this train!” Talon yelled, trying to steady himself. “All Stryker elements, get to ground, now!” 

			The door at the end of the car slid open and five Gestori workers burst into the car, shouting for help. 

			Stoma pushed the first one back a step. “Stop! Back up!”

			They bunched up in front of him, pleading for help. 

			“Sergeant?” Stoma called, looking over his shoulder.

			Talon ducked again as blaster fire raked the outside of the train. Bolts slammed into the light strip above the aliens, sending out a shower of sparks. The Gestori screamed and cowered, covering their heads.

			Burga took a knee when his N-4 went dry. “Changing packs! We’re getting tore up here, Sarge.”

			“I know!” 

			“What about the Gestori?” Stoma said, still trying to calm them down. “We can’t leave them here.” 

			“Understood, Private,” Talon said. “Bishto, what’s your status?”

			No response.

			“Stryker-13, Stryker-10, do you copy?”

			Still nothing. Bishto’s readings on Talon’s HUD had flatlined.

			Sket, Talon thought.

			Blaster fire shattered windows on the opposite side of the car, spraying the interior with glass.

			“I think I’ve got them, Sarge,” Pax said over the squad L-comm. “Thirty or so hostile targets, two hundred meters to the west and closing.”

			Clusters of red dots popped up on Talon’s HUD as Pax’s bucket AI relayed the information over the battlenet. The enemy was moving to surround them, hoping to keep them pinned down on the train and trap them.

			“Stryker-10 to Command, be advised, we are under attack! I repeat, we are engaging a significant enemy force moving in from the west.”

			“Affirmative, Stryker-10, we have you on battlenet. Are you in control of your position and accountable?”

			“Losing control is more like it!” Another burst of sparks from the ceiling, raining down on Talon’s bucket. “We need a QRF now!”

			There was no immediate response, the communication tech probably calling for someone with more brass on their collar. Meanwhile Talon’s men sent out a steady stream of return fire, dropping a number of the advancing insurgents, their threat dots blinking off in the HUDs.

			“Stryker-10, this is Captain Campbell. Be advised, QRF is mobilizing, over.”

			Another rocket screamed in, closer this time. The impact knocked Talon forward onto a seat. Stoma was picking himself up off the floor, trying to get the SAB back into position. 

			Talon switched to the squad comm. “Alpha elements, we are getting off the kelhorned train! Stoma, clear the exit.”

			“Roger,” the leej replied, holding the SAB up and jogging down the aisle to the door.

			Talon slapped Burga on the shoulder. “Let’s move, Leej!” 

			“Roger!” replied Burga. “We’re bringing the indigs out with us?”

			Talon agonized. Fighting off a larger force was hard enough but doing it while trying to protect civilians was a whole different ball game. “Bring them. They’ll get blown to pieces by the time the insurgents realize we’re off the train if we leave ’em here.”

			The team spilled out onto the metal platform adjacent to the rails. The gantry was only about a meter wide, limiting them to a single file line. Having the train between Talon’s team and the attackers gave them a brief respite from the constant blaster fire.

			“Pax, we’re dismounting this kill box,” Talon snapped. “Confirm position.” 

			“HUD location accurate. Almost to the ground, Sarge,” the sniper replied. “I’m going to find a position to the north, see if I can catch their flank open.”

			“Roger.”

			Talon leaned over the railing, looking for a way down. “There, that next pylon. There’s a maintenance ladder. Move!”

			Talon shoved the Gestori workers ahead of him as Burga and Stoma sprinted down the walkway to the pylon. Blaster fire echoed through the jungle, punctuated by sharp bangs as blaster bolts slammed into the train on the other side. 

			Another high-pitched whistle tore the air and a second later an ore car exploded, sending smoke, mineral dust, and ore spraying skyward. The container car rocked on the track and the gantry shook underneath the legionnaires’ feet.

			Private Stoma reached the pylon first. He slung his SAB over his shoulder and pulled on the hatch. “It’s locked, Sarge!”

			“I got it, move!” Burga said, pushing him out of the way. He put the barrel of his N-4 against the lock and fired. Sparks flew as the metal spread apart and the corporal yanked the hatch open. 

			“Go! Go! Go!” Talon shouted.

			Burga scrambled through the opening, then, using his boots as pressure brakes, slid down the ladder without touching the rungs. As he passed the halfway point, Stoma started down after him.

			“Bishto,” Talon said, hoping his HUD readings were malfunctioning. “Stryker-13, do you copy?” 

			Sket. 

			The first Gestori climbed through the hatch.

			Talon leaned out and saw hungry flames and black smoke billowing out of the engine.

			A barrage of blaster fire slammed into the train car behind him, showering him with sparks. “Contact left!”

			Keeping low, he pushed the last two Gestori toward the hatch, ducking as blaster bolts stitched across the train. “Move! Come on! Go!”

			The second Gestori scrambled through the hatch and, unable to slide, went hand over hand, rung by rung. The last Gestori froze at the hatch, shaking his head, back pressed against the impervisteel mag-lev track. “I can’t… I can’t do it.”

			Talon put a gloved hand on the alien’s shoulder. “Yes, you can. Just focus on the next rung and don’t look—”

			The Gestori’s body jerked and he cried out. Another blaster bolt sent him stumbling into the waist-high rail. Talon lunged, trying to stop him from flipping over, but missed. The Gestori landed in a broken heap next to the pylon’s base and didn’t move.

			Burga and Stoma reached him before the other workers reached the ground. 

			“He’s gone,” Burga said.

			“Leave him,” Talon said, dropping through the hatch. 

			Lancil’s name appeared on Talon’s HUD. “Stryker-6 to Stryker-10, be advised we’re engaging multiple enemy contacts half a klick east of your position.”

			Talon could hear the blaster bolts zip past. He prayed his armor would hold up if he took one in the back… and that his grip would keep him from falling like that poor Gestori. “Roger that. We’ve dismounted the train and are moving to the west, how copy?”

			“Copy that, moving west. I’ve got you on net.”

			“Sarge, I’ve got a fix on the insurgents,” Pax said over L-comm. “Looks like they’re setting up a 74k heavy blaster a hundred meters to your northeast. I don’t have a shot yet.”

			“Roger,” Talon said. He pressed his boots against the rails and squeezed hard, slowing his descent. He let go two meters from the ground and dropped, rolling as he landed. 

			Burga and Noshey were cutting a hole in the fence around the pylon. The two remaining Gestori huddled together, seemingly oblivious to their fallen companion. They shouted in terror for the legionnaires to hurry. A second later the fence was breached and they were running toward a large earth berm. The rails cut straight through a hill, leaving walls of earth in their wake.

			Talon joined his team and took a knee. “Anyone hit?” 

			“It’s a good thing those kelhorned bastards are horrible shots!” Burga said. A blaster round tore through the edge of the berm above him, dislodging a shower of dirt.

			“Anyone get a fix on the gun emplacement?” Talon asked.

			“Sounded like it was coming from there, Sarge,” Noshey said, pointing.

			“Frag out!” Burga shouted, tossing a fist-sized grenade over the top of the berm. 

			They all went low, pressing themselves against the soil. Talon counted down in his head, and at eight seconds the grenade detonated with a muted whoomp whoomp.

			Talon looked up and down the length of their twenty-meter-long impromptu fighting position. “Spread out, we need eyes on that gun. Weapons free, let these insurgents know they picked the wrong squad of leejes!”

			“Ooah!” the team bellowed, spreading out.

			Talon switched to the command net. “Stryker-10 to Command, we are under heavy assault. The enemy force has us pinned down from the east and west, how copy?”

			Lieutenant Duval’s voice came over the L-comm. He was calm, almost disinterested. “Styker-10, pinned down how, Sergeant?”

			Talon bit back a curse. “Sir, we’ve encountered heavily armed insurgents and we are under attack. The train has been disabled and we are pinned down in terrain. We have two Gestori workers in tow.”

			“You dismounted the train?” Duval sounded surprised. “No one gave you permission to get off that train, Sergeant. The train is your priority, nothing else.”

			Another barrage of blaster fire tore through the berm. To Talon’s right, his legionnaires were blindly returning fire, hoping to force the enemy’s hand. 

			“The train was taking rocket fire from the ground, sir!” Talon shouted, frustrated at having to explain his actions. “Request artillery fire on enemy position, I’m sending the data now.” 

			“Negative on arty fire, it’s too close to the mag-lev tracks. We can’t risk damaging the supply route. You’re better equipped than those primitives, Sergeant. Flank and engage. Oba’s beard, a squadron of legionnaires should have no difficulty putting down the twenty or so hostiles I’m seeing on the net.”

			Talon slammed a fist against the berm. 

			“What’s up, Sarge?” Burga asked, dropping down from his fighting position.

			Talon shook his head. “Stryker-10, request contact with Stryker-1.”

			“Captain Kato is presently otherwise engaged, Stryker-10. I repeat my order, flank and engage. I will re-task our TT-16 to your location to assist.”

			“Sir, we are pinned down! Request mobilization of Bravo Squad to assist!”

			“Denied,” Duval said. “The marines are sending a relief element and I cannot commit my entire force to one engagement. The enemy could be counting on that, waiting to attack another target as soon as we depart.”

			Another rocket whistled through the air. A second ore car exploded, filling the air with black dust and debris. Chunks of ore rained down around them, cutting through the trees ahead of them and digging holes in the clearing behind him.

			“Sir, I don’t think this is another probe,” Talon said. “This is something major. I think—”

			Duval cut him off. “You have your orders, Sergeant. I will inform the captain of the situation. Get to work. KTF. Duval, out.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Talon shouted. 

			Burga could tell something was wrong. “Sarge?” 

			“We’re not getting any backup until the marines get here.”

			“What about arty?”

			Talon shook his head. 

			“That’s just great.” The corporal climbed back up to the lip of the berm and sent a barrage of blaster fire into the jungle.

			“We need to move,” Talon said. “If we stay here, we’re going to get overrun. Lancil, what’s your status?”

			“We’ve managed to take out two rocket teams but can’t get close to the main force. Looks like they have several trucks with mounted medium blasters.”

			“Forget it, we need to get clear of here.” Talon checked his terrain map on his HUD, then sent coordinates to Lancil. “Rendezvous here, we’ll fall back to the Dirty and regroup with the marine detachment there.”

			“Roger that, Sarge, moving.”

			“Styker-10 to all Stryker elements, we are disengaging! Fall back to position Delta. Repeat, fall back to position Delta, check battlenet for coordin—”

			Three rockets screamed overhead, smoke trails cutting across the blue sky, and slammed into back of the train. They exploded in sequence, enveloping container cars in flames. The blasts rocked the train, shoving the cars sideways. A metallic groan drowned out the sound of blasters as the cars leaned over, dislodging themselves from the mag-lev track underneath.

			 “Heads up!” Talon shouted, pushing himself into the berm.

			When the first two cars cleared the track, the rest of the train followed. Cars buckled and snapped free of each other, rolling and twisting in the air. The ground shook under the heavy cars crashing down, tearing monster divots out of the soil. Metal banged and crashed in a cacophony of destruction, accompanied by groaning frames and snapping couplings. Within seconds the entire train was a heap of twisted impervisteel.

			“Smoke! Pop smoke!” Talon shouted, getting to his feet. He pulled a fist-sized canister from his harness, yanked the safety catch free, and lobbed it over the berm. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”
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			“You hand looks a lot better,” Doctor Pendisa said, turning Lankin’s palm over delicately, inspecting the bio-mechanical connectors. Her fingers were softer than the rough, almost leathery gray skin suggested. “Not as good as if you’d left the bandages on for the duration of the healing period, but better. Flex them.”

			Lankin worked his implanted fingers. “Yeah, well, sorry about that. I’ve got work to do.”

			“Indeed. Make a fist.” She leaned close, examining the three knuckles of his index, middle, and thumb, where they were grafted onto his true bones and wired into his nervous system. 

			The skin around the implants was inflamed, red and swollen, still sutured around the impervisteel base. It looked like his skin had been ripped off, exposing his actual metal body underneath.

			“The conjoined skin is healing nicely.” She probed it with a finger. “Give it another week and the inflammation should go away. Another month, and I doubt if you’ll even feel a difference.”

			Lankin chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll believe that when I see it. It still feels like I have my real fingers and these things are just three weird additional digits. The old ones still hurt. Is that normal?”

			Pendisa nodded. “It happens when technology is as limited as it is in your case.”

			“When will that go away?”

			“I would say within the next month or so.” She picked up her datapad off the bed. “Though, in some cases I’ve heard the sensation doesn’t go away. I can prescribe some medicine if you—”

			“No,” Lankin said, cutting her off. “That’s okay. I don’t need any more meds. Just as long as I can get back in the field soon.”

			The Gestori doctor regarded him with her distinctly lizard-like eyes for a moment. “Are fighting and killing the only things you think of? Deploying throughout the galaxy’s edge, destroying lives, and crushing those who don’t agree with you?”

			Lankin searched for a response. “I, uh, no. We don’t destroy anything. The Legion protects.”

			“Protects,” Pendisa repeated, closing up a medical case. “I think you are confusing the concepts of protecting and conquering.”

			“The Republic is a bastion for all. It’s—”

			“Oh, come now, don’t give me that recruiting spiel. That might be true for the core worlds, where ninety-nine percent of all Republic funds are invested, but out here on the edge, your pretty little fairy tale gets a little more slanted.”

			Lankin frowned at her. 

			“Take your hand, for example,” she said, pointing. “Do you think in the core you’d be fitted with such a primitive prosthetic? Don’t get me wrong, I stand behind my work, but compared to the advances being made in the core worlds, this is substandard. I’m sure the Legion doctors will tell you the same when you get back there.”

			“I’m not leaving,” Lankin said.

			“So I’ve heard, though I’m not sure that decision is entirely yours to make.”

			“They can’t force me to leave if I don’t want to.”

			Pendisa gave him a doubtful look. “You serve the Republic. You are a legionnaire. You go where they send you and do what they tell you to do. You are only a number to the Legion, and much less than that to the Republic. You think those people back in the core are concerned about you or your team? They use you, just like they use everyone else. They come and they take; that’s all they’ve ever done. That’s all they’ll ever do.”

			“The Senate and House of Reason serve the people,” Lankin said, and even before the words left his mouth, he felt foolish for saying them.

			“The people?” Pendisa laughed. “The House of Reason is nothing more than a bunch of elitists who care only for their own bank accounts. And the Senate is there to rubber-stamp everything under the guise of planetary approval. Our senator hasn’t stepped foot on this planet since he was elected. And won’t unless he’s defeated.”

			Lankin gaped, speechless.

			The doctor was not. “I doubt they spare a single thought for the plight of some underdeveloped race on a backwater world. We wouldn’t know any better. And of course, it’s all about the greater good. The Gestori have something that others desperately need, so the wonderful Republic is going to take it from them—since they don’t really know what they’re doing with it anyway—and they give it to people who really need it: themselves. Because they’re the House of Reason and they know best.”

			Lankin hadn’t seen her speak with a fraction of this passion during the weeks of treatment.

			He opened his mouth, only to close it again, still not knowing what to say. His brain told him she was wrong, that she just didn’t understand. How could she know what the Republic’s ultimate plans were? The House of Reason saw the big picture, she only saw just a tiny portion of that—she was obviously mistaken. But another, smaller part of his brain suggested, she might be right. Told him that he couldn’t respond because all he had was cognitive dissonance. He had no argument. He was right and she was wrong because… that’s the way it had to be.

			Right?

			Lankin looked down at his cybernetic prosthetics, flexing his fake fingers. In the end, this whole thing was way above his pay grade and really didn’t matter anyway. He didn’t fight for the House of Reason, or the Republic, or even for the Legion. He fought for the men standing beside him and knew there wasn’t any way he could make this outsider understand that.

			He let out a long sigh. “Well, thanks for your work, Doc. Am I good to return to duty now?” 

			She nodded. “I’m going to recommend they keep you restricted to noncombat related duty, at least for another two weeks and—”

			“Two weeks? Doc, I’m fine, I don’t—”

			“Yes, two weeks,” Pendisa said, ignoring his displeasure. “You have to give the implant time to heal and integrate. Otherwise, the entire thing is a waste. Your duty over the next couple of weeks is to work on refining your motor control.”

			A Gestori hand appeared around the curtain. “Pendisa, may I talk to you for a moment?”

			“Father, I’m right in the middle of an examination,” the doctor said, taking a half step back. She hurried to the curtain and spoke in hushed tones.

			Lankin leaned over, craning to see around the curtain. One of the representatives from the townhall meetings was whispering into the doctor’s ear. The legionnaire frowned, trying to remember the name… Sharn? Yes. That was him all right. The rep for the Workers Union.

			After a minute, Pendisa nodded and waved the older Gestori away. He lingered, glaring at Lankin with disdainful, yellow eyes. It was clear the man still held Lankin responsible for a wrongful death. 

			Pendisa waved her father away again, giving him a gentle shove. The Gestori relented and left.

			She turned back to Lankin. “Apologies for the interruption.”

			Lankin pulled on his leej camouflage fatigues. It felt weird not being in his battle armor. Generally, while on station legionnaires were required to be in their armor anytime they left their barracks, unless there were extenuating circumstances. Getting your hand bitten off fell into that category. “It’s fine. Are we done here?”

			“I want to see you back in a week to check your progress.”

			“Sure, Doc,” Lankin said, brushing aside the curtain. “Thanks.”

			He caught sight of Sharn leaving from the back of the clinic. They held each other’s gaze for a moment, then the alien departed.

			Outside the clinic, Sweets waited in one of the trucks the marines had commandeered. He sat behind the wheel, grinning, dressed in jungle-camouflage battle armor, his bucket resting on the seat next to him. “How was your date?”

			Lankin pulled open the passenger door and climbed into the cab. “Well, she wasn’t exactly a half-naked, sex-starved Rugarian, but…” 

			“Too bad.” Sweets started up the rig, then jerked a thumb at the bed behind them. “But I do come bearing gifts.”

			Lankin looked over his shoulder and laughed. “Now, that’s a sight for sore eyes.” He reached over the seat and put a hand on the barrel of his N-18 sniper rifle. “It’s been too long, ol’ buddy.”

			Sweets put the truck in gear and turned onto the street. “Back to Wolf?”

			“Yeah,” Lankin said, peering down the alley as they rolled past. “Wait. Stop.”

			“What’s up?” Sweets asked as the truck rocked to a halt.

			Halfway down the alley, Sharn got into the passenger side of a small, blue sled parked just outside the clinic’s rear entrance. A moment later, the sled started down the alley, away from the legionnaires.

			“Let’s see what they’re up to.”

			Sweets turned the truck into the alley, keeping a half-block between the two vehicles. “What’s on your mind?”

			Lankin shook his head as the sled turned left, heading south on one of the main roads. “I’m not sure. I just… have a feeling.”

			Sweets laughed. “You and your feelings, Sarge. Lieutenant Duval finds out we’re out here chasing one of your feelings, he’s going to be pissed.”

			It only took a moment to reacquire the blue sled on the main road. It was stopped in traffic four vehicles ahead, waiting on a slow-moving flatbed repulsor cart.

			“Duval’s an idiot.”

			“Can’t argue with you there. Although I’m pretty sure that’s not what a sergeant is supposed to say about a senior officer to an impressionable young soldier such as myself.”

			“So what gives?” Lankin said.

			“Duval is worried about local L-comm traffic being intercepted by the insurgency, so he’s having everyone’s buckets switched to a different operations band.”

			“Kind of hard to paint the lieutenant as anything but an idiot if he knows so little about the L-comm. Not even the Republic can crack it.”

			 Sweets shrugged and held up a small insert taken from a spare leej bucket. “Luckily we had some spares.”

			 “Oh, sket, look out!”

			The pothole came out of nowhere and Sweets didn’t have time to miss it. The driver’s side tire fell into the small crater. Lankin slammed his hand against the dash to steady himself. The truck lurched again as Sweets accelerated out of the pothole, swerving hard to keep the back tires on the road.

			Sweets slowed to a stop. 

			“I guess bad roads are an intergalactic issue outside the core.” Lankin grinned at the medic, then frowned at the leej’s expression. “What’s up?”

			Lankin followed the medic’s gaze to the dash, the dark blue plastic marred by jagged gashes where his cybernetic fingers dug in.

			Chuckling, Lankin held up his prosthetic fingers. “Guess I need to get used to these things.”

			Sweets shook his head. “I guess. Remind me not to shake your hand ever again.”

			“Doc says it’ll take a few weeks to get a handle on the extra strength and learn to control it. Hey, can you believe the major wanted to have me charged with damaging Republic property?”

			“That scat-brained point wouldn’t even know where to piss if Kato wasn’t constantly holding his hand and running missions for him. It’s a good thing we have the captain with us, brother. ’Cause I don’t think we’d’ve survived this long if it had just been the points.”

			“Thank Oba for small favors.”

			They followed Sharn for another ten minutes as the Gestori wove through Gangeers, finally pulling into a parking area near the north market district. Sharm and another alien left the car and continued on foot. 

			Lankin and Sweets stopped. They watched Sharn join a few Gestori and several other aliens who wore masks over their faces.

			“That’s a Talusar,” Lankin said, pointing.

			“How can you tell?” 

			“Build seems about right, and why else would they be covering their faces like that.”

			Sweets shook his head. “I don’t know, Sarge. That’s a pretty big stretch even for you.”

			“Don’t you want to know what they’re talking about? I think a meeting with a group of masked people that just happen to be the same race as the insurgent group who attacked our positions might be some good intel to bring back to command.”

			Lankin looked at Sweets, trying to hide his grin.

			“No,” the leej said, shaking his head. “No, Garo. You’re crazy. We have specific orders not to engage. We shouldn’t even be here, we should be halfway back to Wolf by now.”

			The L-comm transmitter buzzed to life. “Stryker-10 to Command, be advised, we are under attack! I repeat, we are engaging a significant enemy force moving in from the west.”

			Lankin exchanged surprised expressions with Sweets.

			“What the hell?” Lankin said, picking up the comm.

			Blood pounded in Lankin’s ears. “Come on, let’s go.”
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			Sergeant Talon dropped to a knee at the edge of the tree line, struggling to regain control of his breath. His bucket’s Battlefield AI had been flashing exertion warnings for the past ten minutes and the increased flow of purified oxygen no longer seemed to help. He dismissed the messages, then blocked any further similar notifications. 

			The pair of Gestori train crew dropped beside him. Lying on their sides, they gasped for air. The legionnaires practically had to carry the civilians, which slowed their progress considerably. The gray-skinned aliens didn’t sweat to stay cool nor did they have the endurance of trained legionnaires.

			“Oba, that hurts,” Noshey said, favoring his leg. Stoma and Burga set him down gently. He’d taken a blaster bolt to the knee during their retreat, which, despite his armor, had rendered it all but useless.

			Noshey held Burga’s N-4. The corporal had taken over the SAB and now had the large blaster slung over his back. Burga knelt, inspecting the field dressing he’d applied. “I’m sure it’s not up to Lancil’s standards, but it’s holding up.”

			Talon’s battlefield AI received an update from Noshey’s bucket. There was a seventy percent chance the private would lose the leg if they didn’t get him to a medical facility soon.

			Talon scanned the buildings, his HUD painting red circles on targets up and down the edge of the mining complex ahead. Workers leaned around corners, peering out of windows to see what the commotion was about.

			Zeroing in on a tall building two blocks in, Talon tagged it and sent the highlight to the squad’s battlenet. He called his team over L-comm, seeking to get them regrouped and together again. “This is the rally point. We need some high ground. Lancil, take your team up to the right, we’ll move left.”

			“Copy that.”

			Talon turned and pointed at the Gestori. “You, help him.” He pointed to Noshey.

			Surprisingly, the aliens didn’t object. They each draped a legionnaire’s arm over their shoulders and lifted him off the ground.

			“Burga, you got point.”

			“Roger that.”

			“Ah, easy!” Noshey said, adjusting his one-handed grip on the N-4, hopping on his good leg as the Gestori walked him forward.

			“You got this, Private?” Talon asked.

			The leej nodded. “Feel the thunder, Sarge.”

			“We are the storm,” Talon said.

			Keeping low, the men of 1st Platoon crossed the clearing and entered the mining complex proper. Talon stayed a few paces behind Noshey and the Gestori, his N-4 at low ready, eyes scanning for targets. His HUD painted several dots on buildings and in the streets ahead, but the miners weren’t the targets Talon was worried about.

			Not yet anyway, he thought, crossing an intersection quickly. 

			Gestori watched them from the roofs of buildings—gray-skinned heads, some still wearing their protective masks from the mines. On the second floor of the building ahead, Talon saw a worker speaking into a small handheld comm. The legionnaire’s stomach turned.

			“Heads up,” he said on the squad’s L-comm. “I’ve got a guy with a comm, second floor, tan building on the right.” 

			“Roger,” Burga replied. “Maybe just calling Mom?”

			“Not with today’s luck.”

			Burga stopped at the door and waited. The Gestori workers stayed at the edge of the building, allowing Talon and Stoma to pass. 

			“Breaching,” Burga said once Talon and Stoma stacked outside the entryway. He stepped back and booted the door open. Talon followed Burga through, his HUD automatically adjusting to the dimness of the room. 

			Footsteps pounded on the ceiling.

			“Stairs,” Burga said. “Northwest corner.”

			“Move,” Talon ordered. “Stoma, hold the floor.”

			“Roger.”

			Burga made for the stairs, Talon following on his heels, one hand on the corporal’s shoulder. He balanced his N-4 in his hand, keeping it trained on the top of the stairs.

			Burga slowed near the top, stopping just short. Talon tapped him on the shoulder and Burga crossed the threshold turning left, clearing the blind corner. Talon held straight, sweeping the right side of the room.

			“Get down!” Burga shouted.

			“Don’t shoot!” a Gestori worker shouted, throwing his hands into the air. The comm clattered across the floor and the alien backed up against the far wall.

			Talon stepped around Burga, N-4 trained on the Gestori. “Who were you talking to? Were you relaying our position?”

			“No one! I call no one! Please!”

			“Looks like an encrypted comm link, Sarge,” Burga said, picking the cylindrical comm device up off the floor.

			“Who were you talking to?” Talon repeated, leaning close. “Tell me now!”

			“My sister, I call my sister.” The Gestori bowed his head, keeping his hands above him. “I heard battle and was scared. Please! Don’t hurt me!”

			Blaster fire echoed in the distance.

			“Can you trace it?” Talon asked.

			“Negative. Broad spectrum relay, signal could be going anywhere.”

			“Fix it.”

			Burga dropped it, then stomped down hard with the heel of his boot, smashing the comm link to pieces.

			Talon held his N-4 across his chest, keeping one hand on the grip and pointing with the other. “Don’t come out of this house. Don’t look for us, don’t even think about us. You got it?”

			The Gestori looked up, his yellow-gold, slit-eyes meeting Talon’s. “Yes, yes, I understand.”

			Lancil’s name flashed on Talon’s HUD. “Stryker-10, Stryker-12, we’re at the rally point, setting up overwatch. You get lost somewhere?”

			“Had to make a detour,” Talon said, motioning for Burga to lead them out. “Be advised, I think civilians are relaying our positions to the enemy, how copy?”

			“Roger that. Knew those little scat-brained lizards were no good. We’ve got eyes on a platoon or so, emerging from the tree line due south of our position, Sector-A124, moving into the city.”

			“We’re moving to your position now.”

			“I’ve got you on net. You’ve got five enemy insurgents at your three o’clock, about a half-block south.”

			Burga turned to Talon for instructions. He’d heard the same information, and Noshey’s vitals were still good, but deteriorating.

			“Make for the rally point,” Talon said. “We’ll see how these scum sacks like being ambushed when we turn the tables.”

			Burga turned and led them north. Talon stayed in the rear, alternating side-stepping and walking backward, keeping a visual on the terrain behind them. He’d learned long ago that legionnaire technology was good and usually gave them a significant advantage over their enemy.

			A rocket whistled above them.

			Talon looked up just in time to see it slam into one of the refinery towers a block to his left. Impervisteel groaned and support cables snapped with musical twangs as the tower folded in half. Ore and mineral dust from the conveyor belt darkened the sky with black dust.

			Ahead, Burga slowed at the final intersection before the rally point. After scanning both directions, he pushed on, keeping his SAB leveled down the street.

			Shouts echoed around them, punctuated by blaster fire. A proximity warning flashed on Talon’s HUD. Four red circles were parallel to their position. 

			“Stoma, Noshey, hold up!” Talon said over the L-comm. Immediately the two legionnaires took a step back, then inched closer to the tan brick house to their right. Across the intersection, Burga took a knee at the edge of a similar brick house.

			“You see that, Burga?” Talon asked. 

			“Roger,” Burga said, flipping the SAB’s bipod down. He proned out behind the heavy blaster and adjusted his optics. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

			A second later, without any further warning, Burga fired. The squad automatic blaster shook as it disgorged seven hundred and fifty blaster bolts a minute, chewing through the street and stitching a line across the building the insurgents were using for cover.

			“Move!” Talon yelled, slapping Stoma on the shoulder. 

			Stoma crossed the street, rounded the corner of a building, then went for the rally point. 

			Talon waited a beat, then followed. A brown dust cloud curled into the air where Burga’s fire ate away at the brick house. “Nice wor—”

			Blaster fire slammed into the brick above Burga’s bucket, turning up a cloud of dust. The legionnaire shouted a curse, grabbed his SAB, and rolled away from the fire.

			Talon jerked his N-4 left. Two figures outlined in red crouched at the edge of an alley to the east, blaster rifles in hand, firing. His finger worked almost before his brain sent the instruction to shoot.

			Three quick shots to the chest knocked the first target out, sending the insurgent’s blaster rifle flying. Talon adjusted fire and put three rounds into the second target. The final round caught the alien in the shoulder, spinning him around. He landed on top of his companion. Neither moved.

			Angry shouts came from Talon’s right and a blaster bolt zipped past his bucket. He barely had time to check his HUD for the location when a second bolt slammed into his back, right between the shoulder blades. 

			Pain flared, despite his armor. The impact sent him stumbling forward, almost losing his balance. 

			“Sarge!” Burga shouted, getting to his feet and leaping to help. He held the SAB at his waist and opened up on the new targets.

			Talon got behind Burga, dropping to a knee, grimacing in pain. His bucket told him the impact wasn’t life-threatening. His battle armor had protected him from permanent injury. His AI’s assessment of the situation didn’t change the fact that it felt like he’d been hit by a truck.

			“You okay?” Burga asked, walking backward, sending sporadic fire downrange.

			“Fine,” Talon said. 

			“Stryker-10, Stryker-12, you’ve got multiple enemy targets converging on your position.”

			“You think?” Talon said. He waved to Stoma. “Keep going. Get to the rally point.”

			“Roger,” Stoma said. He herded the Gestori on while Noshey dragged his wounded leg across the dust-covered street.

			Talon stretched, trying to work the pain away. He slapped Burga on the shoulder. “Let’s move, Leej!”
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			Lankin was in Wolf’s operation center, his bucket under one arm, listening to the L-comm traffic and cursing Lieutenant Duval under his breath. 

			At the head of the holo-table, Captain Kato watched Talon’s team work their way through the mining complex. The only view on any of the screens was the mining complex, cut out of miles and miles of green jungle. 

			“Stryker Actual, Stryker-10, request artillery support. Danger close, Sector Alpha-one-seven-two. Insurgent force closing, how copy?”

			Duval keyed his L-comm before Kato could respond. “Negative, Stryker-10, artillery request denied. You are too close to priority targets and civilians.”

			“They aren’t civilians, Lieutenant!” Talon shouted, his voice rattling the operations center’s speakers. “They are helping the insurgents!”

			“We have no proof—”

			“Stryker-10, Stryker Actual,” said Captain Kato. “We are prepping an exfil op as we speak. Hold what you have, I’ll have more information to follow, how copy?”

			“Stryker-10 copies,” Talon said, his tone resigned.

			Kato terminated his connection and turned to Duval. “Lieutenant, you will refrain from giving orders, unless those orders are issued by myself or the major. Is that understood?” 

			Duval went white, then red, finally saying, “Yes, sir.”

			“Good.” The captain keyed a code into the terminal in front of him. A hologram of Major Wyeire appeared above the table.

			“Captain Kato, have you put down the disturbance yet?”

			Disturbance? Lankin thought, frowning.

			“Sir, this is much more than a disturbance,” Captain Kato said. “I believe this is a full-scale assault by the insurgent forces. They’ve forced my men to retreat to the mining complex and are closing on their position as we speak. Request air support and extract.”

			“It is a disturbance, Captain. Nothing more. Instruct your men to engage the enemy and put them down. I will not abide my legionnaires cowering like dogs in the face of ill-equipped and untrained fighters.”

			“Sir,” Kato said, obviously struggling to control his tone. “They have destroyed the transport train and killed civilians. One of my men is KIA and the rest are pinned down. We need the rest of the company down here, Major.”

			“Captain, I’d advise you to remember your demeanor,” Major Wyeire said.

			Lieutenant Duval smirked.

			The major continued, “Now, I have already begun mobilizing a relief force. However, if it is as hot as you say, I can’t risk committing air units in a dangerous LZ. Advise your men—if they want extraction, clear the hostiles first.”

			“This is ridiculous,” Lankin heard himself say before he realized he was going to speak. He put on his bucket and waited the half-second for the internal systems to boot up. HUD populated with data from his suit and he headed for the exit.

			“Sergeant Lankin!” Lieutenant Duval called after him.

			Lankin ignored him and left, outside into the daylight, heading for the combat sleds. 

			The lieutenant’s name appeared on his HUD. “Sergeant Lankin, stand down.”

			“I’m not going to let you points put any more lives in danger,” Lankin said. 

			Sweets fell in beside him and he keyed a direct link with his tongue. “Get the squad up.”

			Sweets nodded and hurried off.

			Someone grabbed Lankin by his shoulder and spun him around. Lieutenant Duval, out of breath, eyes filled with fury. “I gave you a direct order, Sergeant. Stand down.”

			Captain Kato emerged from the operations center behind Duval. He looked from the captain to the lieutenant, then back again without saying a word.

			“I gave you an order, Sergeant!” Duval shouted.

			The captain nodded to Lankin.

			“That’s right, you did.” Lankin turned and continued on.

			“If you don’t stop, I’ll bring you up on charges! All of you! Insubordination! Disrespect to an officer! You’ll hang for this!”

			Lankin ignored the barrage of threats and insults that followed. The lieutenant might follow through, but Lankin doubted it. And even if he did, even if he faced a court martial for his actions, even if they threw him in prison or worse, it didn’t matter. His duty was to his men, not to anyone else.

			A private text from Captain Kato appeared on Lankin’s HUD. KTF.

			By the time Lankin reached the sled, his men were geared up and ready to go. They clustered near the ramp in full jungle battle armor with their buckets on and weapons at the ready. 

			A handful of marines arrived. Lankin imagined they were part of the QRF force Captain Campbell had organized only to be ordered to stand down by the major. Their uniforms, tactical vests, and ballistic helmets weren’t nearly as formidable as the legionnaires’ gear, but it was better than nothing. Far better than what most of the galaxy had to offer, including the insurgents. The fact that they’d shown up at all told Lankin what he needed to know. These men were warriors and they were ready to fight.

			“The situation is critical, gentlemen,” Lankin said. “Alpha squad has encountered a significant hostile force. The train has been destroyed and they’re falling back to the mining complex. Requests for air support and artillery have been denied.”

			Buckets shook back and forth, accompanied by growls of dissatisfaction. Sentiments Lankin echoed.

			He nodded. “Our brothers are in trouble out there, and despite orders to the contrary, I do not intend to sit back and hope for a miracle.”

			Buckets nodded.

			“Make no mistake, if you come with me now, you are putting your careers, freedom, and lives on the line. We’re going up against a numerically superior force. They are motivated, well equipped, and are entrenched in the terrain. This will not be an easy fight. Are you with me?”

			Sweets shouted. “Stryker Company!” 

			“WE ARE THE STORM!”

			“Feel the thunder,” Lankin said, nodding. “Mount up.”

			As his legionnaires trotted up the sled’s ramp, Lankin turned to the marines. “This isn’t your fight, you know?”

			A sergeant, J. VanZant, according to the name tape on his fatigues, spoke for them. “Your fight is our fight, sir. And if you think we’re going to let some leejes take all the action, you’ve got another think coming. Those kelhorned thugs killed some of my friends. We’ve all got an ax to grind today.” 

			“I won’t stand in your way then.”

			 VanZant saluted. “Yes, sir!”

			“How’s your high-speed driving?” 

			The sergeant grinned. “I’d tell your men to hang on.”

			“Roger that.” Lankin turned to Sweets. “I want you to find a pilot. Valpasi seemed squared away. Find him and convince him we’ll make it worth his while to—”

			“Understood,” Sweets said. He jogged off in search of the featherhead.

			“Let’s speed out.” Lankin closed the sled doors behind him and took the last open seat in the overcrowded vehicle.

			The sled rocketed through the gate, turning hard for the main road. Lankin grinned inside his bucket, holding on tight to the ceiling rail. With a full squad of legionnaires, two drivers, a turret gunner, and marines crammed into the back, the repulsors were working overtime keeping the craft at speed. Loud, incessant thrumming reverberated through the vehicle.

			“Heads up, Sarge. Twelve o’clock,” Corporal Kessler said over L-comm.

			Lankin accessed the sled’s external holofeed. Orange smoke billowed into the air from the jungle’s tree line, over a hundred meters away. 

			“They’ve set the jungle on fire,” Lankin said, his stomach twisting. Fighting a battle against overwhelming odds was one thing. Doing it while the world burned down around you? That was something else entirely.

			“That smoke is going to play havoc with our targeting sensors,” Kessler said.

			“Fantastic,” Lankin said.

			A moment later they left the clearing around FOB Wolf and entered the jungle, their visibility reduced to a few meters in front of them. Sunlight pierced the canopy in tight beams, stretching down to the jungle floor. Bird analogs and other wildlife scattered as the sled screamed down the rudimentary road. 

			“Stryker-10, Stryker-19, do you copy?” Lankin asked over the company’s L-comm.

			There was silence for a moment. A long moment, in which Lankin said a silent prayer to Oba that his friend was all right.

			Finally, the L-comm buzzed to life. Talon shouted over blaster fire in the background, “Well, it’s about time!”

			“Didn’t think I was going to let you have all the fun, did you?”

			“I have to admit…” a pause, followed by several blaster shots, “the thought had crossed my mind.”

			More shots.

			“What’s your status, Talon?”

			“Well, we’ve taken control of one of the processing towers, but I’m not sure how long that’s going to last. I’ve got one injured leej and one KIA. We’ve got about a hundred insurgents advancing on our position, but they’ve started burning that damned orange smoke. It’s fouling up our battlenet.”

			“Yeah, I saw that. We’re en route to your position.” Lankin checked the time. “ETA twenty minutes.”

			Talon laughed. “What, no air?”

			Lankin ground his teeth. “No air. Not yet, anyway.”

			“That scat-brained point.”

			“Hold tight, we’re coming for you.”

			“I feel safer already.”

			Lankin cut his connection. He keyed up the battle map, and watched the blue dot representing their sled inching north through the jungle. At least the major hadn’t killed their orbital feeds from Vendetta. 

			The sled rocked hard. Lankin grunted, clenching his rail above him. “I said fast, not in pieces.”

			“Sorry, Sergeant,” VanZant said over the sled’s internal comm. 

			“Don’t worry about it, just—”

			“Oh, sket! Incom—”

			The sled lurched sideways as a rocket slammed into the passenger side’s front end. The explosion knocked Lankin off his feet, sending him into three leejes sitting on the bench across the aisle. 

			“Contact right!” someone yelled.

			Lankin pushed himself off his men. The sled’s twin blaster cannon opened up. 

			“Out!” Lankin shouted. “Everyone out!” 

			Someone slapped the emergency hatch release and the rear ramp dropped open, raising a cloud as the sled spun around and rocked to a stop.

			Legionnaires scrambled out of the sled, peeling off in opposite directions as they hit the ground. Blaster fire filled the air. Lankin followed his men out. Red dots began populating on his HUD as his squad’s battlefield AI marked targets. 

			Lankin moved up the driver’s side of the sled, keeping below the bolts of energy singeing the jungle around him. He yanked open the door and found VanZant slumped over the wheel.

			“Sket!” Lankin spat, pulling him out. He set the marine on the ground, propping him against the sled. He lifted the man’s head slightly. “Sergeant?”

			The marine’s eyes opened halfway, dazed. “I—”

			“You’re okay,” Lankin told him. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

			He ducked, blaster fire tearing into the sled’s armor above him. 

			Someone screamed in pain and the barrage of turret fire ceased. Lankin looked up at a marine slumped over the turret, blood running down his arm.

			Lankin keyed his L-comm. “Stryker-1, Stryker-19, we have contact with the enemy in Sector A-1-3!”

			Captain Kato replied, “Stryker-19, Stryker-1, break contact and return to Wolf. Orbital scans show a large force advancing on the FOB.”

			Lankin’s HUD told him there were now twenty hostiles closing on his squad. 

			So many. Where the hell did they all come from?

			“Drop two,” Kessler advised on the squad’s L-comm. “I’ve got two trucks to the east.”

			“Cross, Saretti, cover me,” Lankin ordered, grabbing VanZant’s vest and pulling him to the back of the sled. The marine’s eyes fluttered as he struggled to focus on his surroundings. “Medic!”

			“You’re going to be okay,” Lankin told him. He toggled back to the command channel. “Sir, if we can punch through their line and rally with Alpha squad, we might be able to flank the larger force. At the very least, clear an LZ for air support to pick us up at Dirty.”

			Three more red hostiles vanished from Lankin’s HUD. 

			Finally, Kato said, “All right, Sergeant, it’s your call.”

			Lankin lifted the marine into the sled. “We’re joining Alpha Squad, sir.”

			“Roger that, Sergeant. Good luck.”

			Lankin killed the connection, ducking as another blaster bolt ricocheted off the sled, slamming into the grass at his feet. 

			“Stay down,” he told VanZant. 

			Lankin sneaked up along the passenger side, kneeling to inspect the damage at the front. The rocket had hit more earth than vehicle. The fender and armor plating were bent and scarred, but the forward repulsor appeared undamaged.

			First bit of luck all day.

			He pulled open the passenger door and struggled to catch the body of the dead marine who’d been sitting there. The man’s face was a bloody mess, the spiderweb of cracks on the window telling Lankin all he needed to know. 

			“Alpha squad, on me!” Lankin said, heaving the corpse over his shoulder and trucking it back to the rear of the sled.

			Kessler and Saretti reached him first.

			“In the back,” Lankin ordered, then gently set the marine down on the bed.

			Corporal Ralone fired off a long volley into the trees with his SAB as he backed toward the sled. “They’re like roaches!” 

			“Keep ’em occupied,” Lankin said. 

			“Roger that,” Ralone answered, laughing. The automatic blaster chewed through the surrounding trees. 

			“We need to take out their assault truck,” Kessler said, pointing to the west. “Somebody get up on the twins!”

			“Yeah.” Lankin pulled himself onto the back of the sled and ducked next to the armored turret. “Cross, you’re driving. Rowan, help me.” He pulled the dead marine from the turret and lowered him down to the waiting leej. 

			A lone blaster bolt hit Private Gemini in the back. The impact sent the legionnaire reeling. He cried out in pain over the open L-comm channel. 

			“Get him!” Lankin yelled. “Ralone!”

			“Get some, you kelhorned dogs!” Ralone swung the SAB back and forth, firing an endless stream of searing blaster bolts.

			Lankin swung a leg over the turret and dropped in behind the twin-barreled blaster. He pushed his shoulders into the pads and opened fire.

			“Kessler, Saretti, hold on, keep VanZant in the back. The rest of you get ready to move!”

			A chorus of acknowledgements flooded the channel as Lankin laid waste to the jungle. Fist-sized bolts of energy raked the foliage, splitting whole trees. Trunks exploded under the onslaught, and trees began tipping and falling into each other, toppling to the jungle floor. 

			Targeting data on his HUD showed red hostile targets fifty meters west. He adjusted his aim and sent a barrage in their direction. Several of the dots winked out immediately, others scattered.

			“All right, flanking maneuver to the southwest, move! Corse, get me to that truck.”

			The sled lurched forward, rising slightly on its repulsors. Lankin pressed his legs to the sides of the turret to keep himself relatively steady. The vibrations from the blaster cannon and the motion of the sled made it difficult to stay on target, though it was more for effect than anything now. 

			Blaster bolts twanged off the turret’s armor, deflected in random directions. He held the firing stud down, swinging the turret in the direction his HUD told him the fire had come from.

			The truck came into view as they topped a hill just to the west of the road. The ancient wheeled vehicle looked identical to the ones he’d seen in town for weeks: a two-seater cab and an open bed in the back. Except this truck had a single-barreled BA74 automatic blaster mounted on a tripod in the bed. A black and green clad figure stood behind it, frantically pulling on the weapon’s handle, like he was trying to clear a malfunction.

			Bad time to have a busted gun, Lankin said to himself, bringing his cannon to bear. 

			A group of insurgents, also wearing black and green fatigues, armed with an assortment of blaster rifles and gear, came in from the north, firing at the oncoming sled. Several who’d been near the back of the truck, probably shouting at their friend behind the 74 to hurry, had barely started a frantic retreat when Lankin depressed the firing stud again.

			The first volley ripped into the gunner, flipping his body, then Lankin walked his fire down to the fighters trying to escape their fate. He hit several in the back, mid-stride, dropping them to the ground. Another he caught square in the face, leaving nothing but a bloody stump on top of a collapsing body.

			Legionnaires on foot engaged the insurgents moving in from the north, calling out target locations over the L-comm as Lankin continued to focus on the ones near the truck. 

			“Cross,” Lankin said, letting up on the stud. Steam rose from the twin barrels. “Get me clos—”

			A blaster bolt whistled through the air and into his shoulder, pushing back against the armored turret. His leg slipped and he dropped through the hatch. 
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			“Stryker-19 is hit! Repeat, Sergeant Lankin is down!”

			Talon froze when the report came through the company L-comm. His stomach turned and he dropped to a knee, resting the butt of his N-4 on the ground next to him. He keyed his comm. “Stryker-24, Stryker-10, what’s Lankin’s status? How bad is it?”

			“Not sure yet, Sarge,” Corporal Kessler said. “Wait one.”

			Sket, Talon thought. Thirty more hostile targets had appeared on his HUD in the last several minutes, all converging on their location. He still hadn’t figured out where they all came from. It didn’t seem possible that a hostile force of this size could slip past Legion detection. Which led him to believe they’d already been on-planet.

			Corporal Lancil had finished patching Noshey and was checking Ginn. The private had taken a round to the bucket, denting his helmet and knocking him unconscious. Lancil applied skinpacks to a bloody head wound.

			The pair of Gestori workers huddled in a corner by a dumpster. They’d finally stopped crying and whining. They sat there in stunned silence, eyes glazed, completely disassociated from everything around them.

			At least they aren’t shooting at us, Talon thought.

			Behind him, Burga dropped two targets, then backed up to change out charge packs for the SAB. “Running low.”

			Talon nodded. “I know. Pax, what do you see?” 

			The squad’s sniper had climbed to the roof, using his macros to identify several targets the rest of the team couldn’t see. Although with the clouds of orange smoke rolling through the complex, their HUDs were going crazy, significantly reducing their effectiveness. Even with IR filters active, visibility was greatly reduced.

			It was comforting to know that the insurgents didn’t even have that much. The smoke would likely impact them more than the legionnaires. But insurgencies throughout the galaxy weren’t typically known for their tactical acumen.

			Pax reported over the squad comm, “Five coming up Main Street to the east, six by compressor two, and three by the loading station. The main force is still up by the barracks. We’re going to want to keep heading north.”

			Talon checked his map and took a deep breath. “They’re pushing us north. Lancil, can we move the wounded?”

			 “Noshey, yes. His knee’s pretty messed up, but I’ve stopped the bleeding and immobilized the leg. Moving him around won’t do him any favors, though. Ginn…” The medic shrugged, canting his bucket to the side. “I really wouldn’t want to move him far. Not without a medical transport. His head wound is just a minor laceration, looks worse than it is. It’s the internal damage I’m worried about.” 

			“Understood.”

			Several blaster shots rang out from the left. Mazine returned fire and shouted through his external speakers, “You’d better make nice with your gods, you kelhorned lizards! I’m about to arrange a meeting!” 

			From overhead came the distinct krak-bdew of Pax’s N-18 sniper rifle. One of the red dots on his HUD winked out. The sniper had been laying down a steady stream of well-aimed shots for the past ten minutes, which had slowed the insurgent advance considerably. It seemed the enemy wasn’t too keen on taking rounds from someone they couldn’t see, but still they pressed their attack where they could.

			Talon knew they couldn’t stay here indefinitely. The insurgents were surely making plans to outflank them. Whatever happened, the sergeant would not allow them to be outmaneuvered. 

			“Looks like the main bunch is moving again,” Pax informed him over the L-comm. “Heading east, through the barracks. I count fifty to sixty.”

			“Roger,” Talon said. “Styker-10 to Stryker elements, we are moving west. Fall back by teams and watch your side streets. Singh, you still have your thermal charges?”

			“Affirm.”

			“Use them.”

			“Roger that.”

			Talon could practically see the leej grinning like a kid who’d just put one over on his parents. Like most of the rest of the company, Talon tried to stay as far away from the explosives specialist as he could. After all, bombs weren’t typically items you wanted to be around for any length of time—eventually they all explode.

			As Singh pushed off to place his charges, Talon keyed the company channel. “Stryker-1, Stryker-10, we have hostile elements encroaching from the south and east, approximately sixty armed insurgents. How copy?”

			“Stryker-10, Stryker-1, roger that, sixty armed hostiles,” Captain Kato replied.

			Talon hesitated, then said, “Request artillery to cover.”

			“Negative, Actual has deemed the entire area Limited Engagement, no artillery available at this time.”

			Scat-brained point, Talon thought. Not that he’d expected anything to have changed. All points in the Legion held the ideals of those who appointed them above anything else. After all, if it weren’t for the House or Senate, they’d have no shot of serving in the Legion. Not that they would have wanted to in the first place.

			“Roger that,” Talon finally said through gritted teeth. “What about air support? I have two wounded I need to get out of the combat zone, ASAP.”

			“According to Actual, the LZ is still too hot,” Kato said, making a point to use the major’s company designation. It was obvious he disagreed with Wyeire’s call and relaying who was making the battlefield decisions was his only recourse, short of disregarding his orders.

			As far as Talon was concerned, disobeying orders seemed like the only responsible thing to do. “Sir, without air support, we’ll be overrun—it’s only a matter of time. We don’t have the manpower or resources to hold them off or clear a safe LZ. We need assistance now, not when it’s safe!”

			“Sergeant Talon,” Major Wyeire’s voice said before Kato could answer. “You have your orders. You will follow them to the letter or you will face the consequences. I cannot, and will not, risk resources on ill-advised operations. Clear out those rioters. Once I’m satisfied the area is secure, I will authorize the shuttles to pick your team up.”

			“Rioters?” Talon asked, not bothering to hide the frustration in his voice. “These aren’t rioters, Major. These are well-equipped and motivated fighters. They aren’t waving around picket signs. They’ve already destroyed the transport train and injured two of my legionnaires. We are engaged with a hostile force intent on destroying us.”

			“Sergeant, Command doesn’t agree with your assessment of the situation, and I’d caution you to watch your tone. You are treading a fine line, legionnaire.”

			“Listen here, you ignorant point!” Talon shouted. “This isn’t some locals demonstrating their hatred for the Republic. We are all going to die unless you send help.”

			“Sergeant Talon, stand down immediately or I’ll have you up on charges for insubordination!”

			“Your charges won’t mean sket when they’re leveled at my corpse! Our blood will be on your hands, Major. Yours and yours alone.”

			“You are relieved of your duties, Sergeant Talon! Corporal Lancil, you are now in command of 1st Platoon. Arrest Sergeant Talon immediately!”

			Talon looked at the medic, still on one knee beside Ginn. Lancil held both hands out to his side and shrugged.

			“Corporal Lancil?” Wyeire repeated.

			The major started shouting again and Talon muted him, breathing a heavy sigh of relief when the channel went silent. He toggled back to the squad channel. “Any of you have any problems with that?”

			No one responded.

			“Then let’s go to work.” He turned to the Gestori. “One of you help Noshey, the other, carry Ginn. I don’t care who. You’re no good to us as fighters, but if you expect us to get you out of this alive, you’re going to have to help.”

			Burga and Talon led the squad out of the building and into the maze of alleys, walkways, and roads that made up the Dirty. Lancil and Stoma stayed near the Gestori workers and their injured comrades while Mazine brought up the rear. Pax shadowed them from the rooftops and Singh caught up with them after placing his charges.

			They cleared intersection after intersection. 

			“Hey, Sarge,” Pax said over the L-comm. “I’ve got three targets moving toward you from the west alley, one block ahead on Main Street. Can’t identify.”

			Talon slowed, bringing up his N-4. “Roger.”

			Burga slipped away from Talon, opening up the space between them. The alley was barely four meters wide. Talon hated the claustrophobic feeling tugging at his mind. Close quarters fighting was something the Legion trained for constantly. And if he was being honest, the ancillary corridors of a destroyer were more cramped than this, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. 

			Talon eyed the map overlaid on the top left corner of his HUD. The Dirty was arranged in a grid of east-west and north-south streets and alleys. Since arriving, the legionnaires had been labeling them and noting landmarks, something the marines should have done as soon as they’d come on station. 

			 “Where they at?” Talon asked, hoping to get some intel beyond the HUD’s projected tracker that showed a likely course for the targets to take.

			“Twenty meters west and closing. Still no visual.”

			Talon turned to Burga who nodded understanding.

			“Fifteen meters,” Pax read aloud from the display on their HUDs. “Ten.”

			“Now,” Talon said, stepping into the street, swinging his N-4 around.

			Burga followed, coming up beside Talon, the stock of the SAB pulled tight into his shoulder. 

			“Stop right there, hands in the air!” Talon shouted over his externals. 

			Three Gestori dressed in dirty overalls were jogging toward them, all carrying large boxes. At the sight of the two legionnaires, they stutter-stepped to a halt, shouting excitedly in their native tongue. The bucket’s translator was having trouble catching their panicked exclamations, and Talon didn’t like having to take his eyes off the targets to read the broken Standard scrolling on the display. 

			“Put ’em down!” Burga shouted, taking a step forward, motioning with the barrel of the SAB.

			“Drop the boxes!” Talon ordered.

			“No… enemy… no shoot!” the translator scrolled, but Talon couldn’t determine which of the workers had said it.

			“Put those boxes on the ground and get your hands in the air!”

			“Sarge?” Pax asked over the L-comm.

			“Wait one,” Talon told him. Over his externals, he said, “Drop them now!”

			One of the Gestori finally let his crate fall and then twisted, hands moving to something on his back.

			“No!” Talon shouted, moving forward, aiming his N-4’s barrel right at the alien’s face.

			The Gestori froze. The other two slowly backed up, still frantically shouting. 

			Burga came around behind Talon, bringing the SAB up at the two backing away. “You two! Drop the kelhorned boxes! Now!”

			“Tell them,” Talon told the empty-handed Gestori. “Tell them to do it, now!”

			The alien shouted to his companions, motioning for them to drop the crates. The other two shouted back, but threw the crates down and shuffled back.

			“Now, stay still,” Talon said. “Singh, search them.” 

			The leej quickly patted the aliens down, then moved away. “Nothing.”

			Talon motioned with his N-4. “Get out of here. Stay off the streets.”

			The first Gestori nodded and started to shove off. The other two bent over to pick up their crates.

			“No,” Talon said, shaking his head. “Leave them.”

			The two aliens made a series of gestures Talon recognized as insults, then joined their companion and were soon jogging away from them. They disappeared into an alley two blocks away.

			“What the hell are those?” Talon asked.

			Burga bent down, studying one of the crates. “Bucket sensors aren’t picking up any sign of explosive. I don’t think they’re weapons.” He clicked a latch on the side of the box and carefully opened the lid. After a moment, he shook his head, laughing. “Greedy scat-brained lizards.”

			Talon peered over Burga’s shoulder. The box was filled with refined ore from the mine. The other two were packed full as well, each of the three boxes worth ten times what Talon made in a year.

			Behind them the first of Singh’s charges went off. They all turned to see the ball of flame roll above the buildings, sending streamers of smoking debris across the sky. The second charge detonated a block over. 

			“Two more charges left,” Singh said.

			The company channel squawked. “Stryker-10, Sabre-1, do you copy, over?”

			Talon keyed the channel. “Sabre-1, Stryker-10, I copy. Go with your traffic.”

			“A little birdie told me you boys needed a lift. We are inbound on your position, ETA five minutes.”

			Talon laughed. “Sabre-1, that’s probably the most amazing news I’ve heard all day.”

			“Smoke is playing hell with the sensors,” Valpasi said. “Do you have any IR beacons handy?”

			 “That’s affirmative, built into the armor,” Talon said and then switched to his squad comm. “Make sure your IR beacons are active.”

			“Copy, I’ll look for it and assume that’s where you want a pick up, Sergeant.”

			Talon checked his map. “We’re right on Main, moving north. There’s a small loading area about a hundred meters to our northwest, we’ll mark that LZ1.”

			“Roger that, LZ1.”

			“Move out,” Talon said. “Pax, did you copy that?”

			“Roger, I’m already moving.”

			Talon nodded and motioned for Burga to lead the way, leaving three small fortunes lying in the street.

			They reached the landing zone and spread out, covering avenues of approach. The space was fifty square meters, filled with empty repulsor bins and push carts used to carry ore down from the mines. 

			Burga covered the east entrance to the landing zone. The Gestori workers accompanying the legionnaires set Ginn and Noshey down between two bins and stayed close, looking around nervously.

			“Okay, Stryker-10, I’ve got your IR beacons, I am inbound from the east.”

			Talon searched the sky and finally saw a Republic shuttle dropping out of the clouds. 

			Talon took a knee, laying his N-4 across his thigh. “Oba, if that’s not the most wonderful—”

			A rocket streaked out of the distant trees in the distance, trailing smoke, arcing across the blue sky. It bullseyed the belly of the shuttle in a brilliant explosion. The impact slewed the shuttle around leaving its pilot struggling to maintain control. 

			“No,” Talon whispered, heart sinking.

			The company channel buzzed. “Sabre-1, we’re hit. I’m going to bring the bird down now ’cuz I don’t think we’ll get another shot. This LZ is too hot!”
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			Someone was banging an anvil inside Lankin’s skull. A high-pitched ringing in his ears reduced everything else to distant, muffled noise. He opened his eyes, trying to blink away the blurriness and the stars that danced in his vision. He was in a combat sled, he knew that much, he was lying on his back, looking up at the ceiling. He could feel the repulsor pads vibrating through the floor. 

			He’d been in the turret. His hand went to his shoulder, pain flaring and sharpening his returning senses. Those kelhorned asses shot me. He inspected his armor. The bolt hadn’t penetrated, but he’d have a bruise and he’d be sore as hell for a while.

			As he got to a knee, the sled rocked underneath him. He put a hand against one of the benches to steady himself, squeezing his eyes shut, trying to focus. 

			“Sarge?” someone shouted. It sounded like Kessler. “Sarge, you okay?”

			When Lankin opened his eyes again, the jungle was rushing by in a blur outside the open rear hatch—lush trees, colorful flowers, and blue sky. In an instant, everything came back. The Talusar fire teams, the ambush, the dead marines. 

			“Stryker-22, we are falling back,” Cross shouted, his voice echoing in Lankin’s L-comm as well as his ear. “Repeat, we are falling back.”

			“We’re pulling away from them,” Sevanar shouted down from the turret. Several volleys from the twins reverberated through Lankin’s chest armor, then the gun went silent. “If they’re still out there, they won’t be poking their heads up for a while.”

			Lankin pulled himself onto the bench, trying to remember what he’d done with his N-18.

			No, he thought, they took that away. He didn’t have his rifle, he’d had an N-4.

			“Roger that, Stryker-22,” someone responded over the L-comm. 

			Lankin shook himself, forgetting about his rifle when his gaze landed on Sergeant VanZant. Kessler knelt next to him, wrapping his head in a skinpack. Markyle hovered, helping the squad’s medic work on the wounded. Private Gemini was strapped to the opposite bench. Ralone and Rowan hung near the open rear hatch, scanning for hostiles, each with one hand on the overhead rail, the other holding their N-4.

			Lankin snagged a loose N-4 from the floor and waited for his bucket’s AI to link with the weapon. A second later the power gauge appeared on his HUD: the N-4’s charge pack was at half capacity. Good enough for now.

			“How are we looking?” Lankin asked, already knowing what the answer was going to be.

			“Marine here has a concussion most likely,” Kessler said, finishing his treatment. He turned to examine Gemini, who was lying on his chest. “Penetrating wound here.” 

			The leej’s back armor was charred and dented from blaster fire, a bolt set on max power by the look of it. The bolt had cracked the armor, burned away his black synthprene, and seared the top layers of skin. 

			Kessler pulled a narco-pen from his kit and jammed it into the leej’s back. Gemini screamed, the muted, agonized cry bleeding from his bucket even without his externals on. 

			“Dammit, Markyle, help me hold him!” Kessler shouted. 

			Lankin slid across the floor and pushed down on Gemini’s shoulder. Markyle grabbed the leej’s legs. 

			“Stay still, Gem,” Kessler said, rifling through his kit. “Can you get his bucket off, Sarge?” 

			“Yeah,” Lankin said. Carefully, he pulled Gemini’s helmet off and set it aside.

			“All right, Gem, I know you’re hurting, but I need to know if you can move your fingers and toes?” Kessler pulled out another narco-pen.

			“Think so,” Gemini said through gritted teeth. 

			Kessler pushed the second dose into the legionnaire’s back. This time he didn’t flinch. “Good. That means your back’s not broken.”

			“Could’ve fooled me.”

			The medic produced a tube of quick-seal, pulled the cap off and used both hands to squeeze the yellow gel onto the wound. Gemini grunted as Kessler spread the compound over the wound, making sure it was completely covered. He pulled a large skinpack from the kit and placed it over the wound. Gemini’s body relaxed and Lankin let up on him. 

			In the turret, Sevanar ripped off several more bursts, sending a barrage of blaster bolts chewing through the jungle behind them. 

			“Sevanar, you still see hostiles?” Lankin asked.

			The leej’s words were almost drowned out by the cannon as he fired again. “Nobody’s sticking their heads up in this mess, Sarge. Just keepin’ ’em honest.”

			“Cease fire then,” Lankin said. “Scan for targets. Watch for ambushes. Does anyone know if we got that truck?”

			“We got it, Sarge,” Cross said. “Lit it up like Unity Day.”

			Lankin nodded. “Good.” His HUD told him they were heading north, following the main road up from Wolf, still on track for the spot where Talon and his team had been ambushed. 

			“Keep an eye out for additional hostiles. I don’t know if the ones we just encountered are the same ones that attacked Talon’s team, but I doubt it. There’s at least one more insurgent group to the north somewhere, and there’s no telling how spread out their line is.”

			“Roger that, Sarge.”

			They passed one of the pylons and a moment later drove under the elevated mag-lev track. Another pylon appeared on the opposite side of the road and Lankin’s HUD identified it as Pylon 37. Just under twenty more pylons until they reached the ambush point.

			“Check your equipment, leejes. I want gear status in one minute.” Lankin toggled to a private channel and said, “Stryker-19, Stryker-1.”

			Captain Kato answered, “Go ahead, Stryker-19. Glad to hear you’re okay.”

			“Relatively, sir. We have broken off contact with the enemy and are continuing north to the Dirty. I have two marines KIA, and one leej injured. I’d say we took out between ten and fifteen hostiles, but I can’t be sure.”

			“The airlift we sent for 1st Squad is pinned down,” Kato said. “They reported taking sporadic blaster fire on the way out, and now they’re stranded on the ground just outside Dirty. Talon and his men are working their way there right now.”

			 “We should rendezvous with them in about fifteen minutes.”

			“The major is on his way dirtside. He’s bringing two drop shuttles and the rest of the platoon with him to secure Wolf. We’ve been taking fire from a growing force to the north—our mortar bots have been lobbing volleys for the last five minutes.”

			Lankin suppressed a curse. “I guess convincing him to send a bird our way is out of the question.”

			“I’m working on that. Additionally, it sounds like Sabre-1 might have taken damage during the landing.”

			“Great.”

			“I’m working through the available options, Sergeant. Limited as they may be. But the major has decided that an extraction at this time would jeopardize our ability to mobilize—if the shuttle didn’t make it out of the LZ.”

			“I understand, sir,” Lankin said tersely. 

			So much for quick extraction. He couldn’t blame the captain; he knew all too well where the blame fell. Wyeire wouldn’t want to appear panicky or give the impression he had lost control of the situation. A slow, orderly deployment would be exactly his style, no matter the situation on the ground.

			On his HUD, status reports from his team began to appear. Within ten seconds, the entire squad had reported in. The team, as a whole, was sitting around ninety percent for charge packs and grenades. What I wouldn’t give for a few AP missiles and a battle tank or two. But his squad didn’t have a heavy like most, thanks to Duval’s inability to balance the teams. Tanks… yeah right.

			“Focus on the fight, Sergeant,” Kato said, showing why he held the rank he did. Lankin shouldn’t be letting himself get distracted with the whys. That wasn’t his job. “I’ll work on the rest.”

			“Copy,” Lankin said. “We’re about two minutes out from the train crash site, sir. Once we get closer to Dirty, we should be able to coordinate efforts with Alpha.”

			“Keep me advised, Kato out.”

			The major’s continued refusal of support replayed in Lankin’s mind. He fumed at the thought of that arrogant point sitting in orbit, in the safety of the warship, making strategy decisions based on how they would affect his future political career. If there was one thing Lankin hated about the Legion, it was that too many people were allowed to use it as their springboard into the higher echelons of the Republic, not as a chance to serve.

			“Son of a—” Cross shouted and slammed on the brakes. 

			Lankin lurched forward at the abrupt stop. He caught himself before his bucket smacked against the weapon racks at the front of the compartment. 

			 “What the hell, Cross?” Lankin asked, pulling himself upright again. 

			“Pack of kelhorned hellhounds ran right out in front of me,” the driver replied.

			Lankin brought up visual and shuddered. Pain flared in his hand. His N-4 clattered to the floor and he pulled his hand close to his chest.

			“Sarge, you okay?” Kessler asked.

			Lankin barely heard him. 

			The phantom shriek from the memory of that beast tearing through his hand—ripping tendons, crushing bones, and taking his fingers—filled his mind. The creature’s claws grabbed at his shoulder, pulling him toward rows of razor-sharp teeth. He jerked, batting the creature’s claws away.

			“Whoa!” Kessler said, pulling his arm back. “Sarge, it’s okay!”

			Lankin shook himself. Warnings flashed on his HUD, his heart rate was elevated. He dismissed the notifications and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

			“It’s okay,” Kessler said. “You all right?”

			The last kuruprat disappeared into the jungle and Lankin cursed its existence. “Next time just run them over.”

			Cross laughed. “You got it, Sarge.”

			Lankin absently rubbed his three prosthetic fingers. 

			“You might want to hold on to this, boss,” Kessler said, passing him his N-4.

			“Thanks,” Lankin said, accepting the weapon. 

			The medic motioned to Lankin’s hand. “You in pain?” 

			“Huh? No, no, not really. I think it’s more up here than anything.” Lankin tapped a finger against the side of his bucket.

			“You sure?” 

			“Yeah, I’m fine. Really.”

			“Hey, Sarge,” Cross said over the L-comm. “You’d better see this.”

			Lankin leaned forward, looking at display from the forward-facing cam. “Stop us here.” He pounded a fist on the sled’s ceiling. “Sevanar, eyes open up there.”

			“Roger that, Sarge.”

			The clearing around Pylon 64 was eerily silent. Black smoke poured out of multiple rents along the train. The second engine stuck up from the ground, still connected to a string of passenger cars behind it, one still clinging precariously to the track above.

			Disconnected cars in clusters of five or six formed new craters along the route for two hundred meters behind the engine. 

			The team dismounted and found Gestori workers gathered near the smoking engine, clothes torn, burnt, and stained. They clamored at the legionnaires, begging for help. Bodies had been collected and laid out nearby. His bucket sensors told him a couple were still alive, barely.

			Lankin led his team across the clearing, keeping his eyes on the tree line to the east. A large earth berm had been created by construction crews on the far side of the tracks. His HUD remained clear of targets—then it registered the position of a dead legionnaire.

			“Stryker-1, Stryker-19.”

			“Go ahead, 19.”

			“We found LS-05. He’s dead, sir.”

			Captain Kato sounded more tired than Lankin remembered. “Copy. Bring him home.”

			The surviving Gestori were gathered around the corpse. His bucket had been removed and most of his armor was missing. They’d taken his N-4, the remaining charge packs, grenades, even his ration kit, leaving nothing behind but his torn and scorched synthprene body glove. 

			“Stay back!” Saretti shouted over his externals, pointing at the locals. “Get your hands up. Don’t move.”

			The team forced themselves between their fallen comrade and the survivors, keeping their N-4s up and trained. 

			Lankin dropped down beside the legionnaire. 

			He recognized him immediately, even without the bucket’s having labeled the fallen legionnaire long before he had visuals. Private Bishto, LS-05. By the look of his chewed up base layer and blood seeping through it, Bishto had taken a lot of punishment before he’d fallen. A hero’s last stand.

			Lankin closed the dead man’s eyes, shaking his head. 

			You were a brave man.

			“He held off the attackers as long as he could,” one of the workers said. “It was the insurgents who stripped him—not us. They headed off that way.” He pointed toward the mines.

			“Are you here to help us?” another asked. “We were trapped in one of the cars, couldn’t get out like the rest.”

			Lankin looked up at the Gestori. Blood stained the alien’s overalls, his green skin covered by dirt and grime, his short-cropped orange hair matted by blood and sweat. 

			Standing, Lankin grabbed the closest worker by the collar and pulled him close. He stared into the alien’s bright yellow eyes and asked, “Why didn’t they kill you?”

			The worker stuttered, trying to pull away. Lankin batted away the Gestori’s hands as if they were an afterthought. “Tell me! Why did they just leave you out here?”

			“We weren’t who they were after!” the alien blurted out, voice cracking. “They said to wait here until after the battle was over.”

			“And who, exactly, were they after?”

			“You! They said they were after you, legionnaires! The Republic!”

			“Why the hell are the Talusar even here? You have to know something!”

			“Please!” the Gestori cried. “Please, I don’t know!”

			Lankin held the alien’s gaze for several seconds, then let him go. The Gestori stumbled back into the protective arms of his companions, who glared at the legionnaires.

			“You know they’re lying,” Saretti said, motioning with his N-4. The survivors cowered at the leej’s words. “We should just dust them all right now and be done with it.”

			“No one is dusting anyone,” Lankin said with a calm he didn’t feel. He motioned to the injured Gestori workers. “Kessler, see what you can do.”

			“Roger.” The medic stepped through the aliens and started triaging patients. 

			“Cross, bring the sled up,” Lankin ordered. “The rest of you, clear the perimeter.”

			He backed away from the group as Kessler worked, looked at Bishto’s body, then turned away as his mind filled with rage. Lankin moved around the smashed nose of the train, his bucket recording the damage. The engine had chewed a deep gouge out of the earth, leaving a long trench behind it. Pieces of impervisteel frame, machinery, glass, and ore littered the ground. 

			He didn’t even want to guess what this attack would cost the Republic to fix. Hauling off the train would take time, especially in this remote section of jungle, not to mention bringing in new engines and recertifying the mag-lev track.

			But why did he care? The Republic had the credits, they just refused to spend them unless it was on some pet project that was certain to bring more political clout, personal favors, or increase the size of their personal accounts. Sure, maybe not all of them, but enough. 

			Lankin moved around a second car and froze at the sight of a four-wheeled all-terrain vehicle stopped about twenty meters ahead. He ducked behind the train car, bringing up his N-4. His HUD scanned around him but didn’t show any hostile targets in the area. 

			Slowly, he stepped back around the train car, keeping his weapon aimed at the small vehicle. It was empty and looked like the front end had been damaged by an explosion that had left a small crater in the long green grass. Smoke curled up from underneath its hood. The front axle was broken, and the driver’s side wheel rested underneath the frame. 

			As he neared the ATV, he saw a body lying face down in the crater. A foot lay on the edge of the hole, not attached to the rest of the body. What was left of the insurgent lay in a bloody mess at the center of the small crater, the torso completely shredded by the explosion. He looked down just as he passed what looked like a finger lying in the grass next to his boot.

			He knelt to look over the body. It was impossible to determine what race the alien had been, unless he wanted to check out the foot inside the boot, but Lankin decided finding out wasn’t that important. There weren’t any identifying unit tabs, clothing or gear either. Everything was generic, available on any number of—

			“Don’t move,” a gruff voice said behind him.

			Lankin froze. 

			“Drop your weapon.”

			“Heads up,” Lankin said softly into his L-comm, “insurgent behind the second car after the engine. Come in quiet.”

			“Sket. We’re comin’.”

			Lankin let the N-4 fall to the ground. He turned, looking over his shoulder at his assailant. A mask covered the bottom half of the Talusar’s face, the alien’s piercing red eyes almost glowing with hate. Black hair hung down in long strands over his orange and black mottled skin. The tactical vest he wore over his long sleeve black shirt was filled with extra charge packs and some ancient-looking frag-grenades. He held a basic blaster rifle, muzzle pointing at Lankin’s chest. 

			“Stand up,” the Talusar commanded. “No transmissions. No tricks.”

			Slowly, Lankin got to his feet, turning to face the insurgent. He slid his hand down to a tactical blade sheathed at the small of his back while simultaneously raising his other hand in surrender. 

			The Talusar noticed. “Show me your other—”

			Lankin lunged forward, pulling the knife and slashing it across the alien’s chest. The Talusar stepped back, moving just out of range, but Lankin wasn’t finished. He pressed forward, bringing the knife back, dropping his shoulder. He drove his armor into the alien’s stomach, knocking him back.

			Hands grabbed at the seams in his armor and he felt himself being lifted into the air. The alien was using his own momentum against him. Lankin’s feet left the ground and he flipped over the alien’s shoulder. 

			He let out a painful grunt as he landed, stars dancing in his vision. Before he could roll off his back the alien was on him, bringing the butt of his rifle down on Lankin’s helmet. He heard the bucket crack and his HUD flickered and went blank, leaving him with a much-restricted view through the physical visor itself. When the Talusar lifted the rifle for a second strike, Lankin thrust his hips up. He grabbed the alien’s vest and pulled with everything he had.

			The alien cried out as Lankin tossed him to the side, then rolled to continue his attack. His hand came up to stab, but it was empty, the knife was gone. He didn’t have time—or field of vision—to find it. 

			Lankin balled his hand into a fist and drove it into the alien’s face. Bones crunched and blood sprayed as his armored hand pounded flesh. He cocked back for another blow, but as he brought his hand down again the alien caught it, stopping it cold. 

			With an impressive show of strength, the Talusar threw Lankin back. The legionnaire landed on his back, coughing for air. He pushed the pain aside and got to a knee. The alien grabbed the rifle he’d lost in the struggle. 

			Lankin’s hand moved on instinct. 

			His blaster pistol was drawn in an eye blink, sight picture locked, and he pulled the trigger. The pistol fired and a red-hot blaster bolt slammed home, knocking the Talusar fighter back. Lankin transitioned smoothly to a two-handed grip and squeezed the trigger again. This time the weapon barely moved as he fired. He put five more bolts into the alien’s chest as he fell, dropping his rifle.

			Lankin stood, keeping the sights leveled, watching for any sign of life. After several moments, he was satisfied and stepped closer. The Talusar was dead. Blood seeped through his dark clothing and stained the grass underneath his body. 

			Lankin pulled off his helmet and visually scanned for other targets but found none. He holstered the pistol and put the helmet back on, slapping a palm against its side. The HUD flickered back to life, fuzzed, then vanished again.

			“Great,” he said, pulling off the helmet again.

			Kessler and Saretti appeared around the smoking train cars, N-4s pointed toward the leej and his foe.

			“You all right, Sarge?” Saretti asked.

			“Fine,” Lankin said, retrieving his N-4. “Going to have to get this thing repaired, though.”

			“Let me have a look at it, Sarge.” Saretti held out a hand. 

			Lankin hesitated, raising an eyebrow at the private. 

			Saretti shrugged. “I got a thing for electronics.”

			Relenting, Lankin held it out. “How are the Gestori wounded?”

			“A couple are critical,” Kessler said. “If they aren’t seen soon…”

			“I know.”

			“What are we going to do with them?” Saretti asked, turning the helmet upside down and examining the internals. “They ain’t going to all fit in the sled.”

			Lankin didn’t like the idea of leaving them behind, but where they were going, the extra bodies would only get in the way and slow them down. “We leave them.”

			Kessler grimaced, leaning in close. “Sarge, I—”

			Lankin held up a hand. “There isn’t anything we can do. We can’t take them with us and we’re not going back to Wolf. Talon’s team need us there ten minutes ago. They know the way.”

			“Bird reported taking fire on the way out to Dirty,” Kessler reminded him. “Means there’s more Talusar in the jungle between here and Wolf.”

			“They aren’t coming,” Lankin said.

			A shadow played across the ground, followed by the deep reverberating thumping of repulsor engines as a Legion assault shuttle dropped out of the sky. It kicked up a gust of wind as it flared for landing, its rear cargo ramp already folding down. Landing pistons hissed as the shuttle settled on to the ground and 2nd Platoon’s commander Lieutenant Fox strode down the ramp.

			“You boys need a ride?”
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			“No, absolutely not.” Lieutenant Fox turned away from Lankin and pointed from his men to the wounded Gestori workers. “Get them loaded up.”

			Lankin started after him. “Just hear me out, LT. If the major’s orders were to retrieve us and bring us back to Wolf to backfill the marines, don’t you think he’d want as many leejes as he can get?”

			“I’m not having this discussion, Sergeant.”

			Lankin gave Kessler and Saretti an exasperated look, but both leejes still had their buckets on. He had no way of knowing if they shared his expression. “Sir, if we don’t do something now, Talon’s squad is going to get overrun. Now, I can take the sled and maybe make it there in time; you’ll be in the clear and be safe back at Wolf in the Major’s good graces. But if we take her,” Lankin used his broken helmet to point at the assault shuttle, “we can get there in time and save some legionnaire lives.”

			“You think I want to leave Talon out there?” Fox said, hands out to either side. “I have my orders.”

			“Your orders are wrong, sir, and you damn well know it.” 

			Several members from 2nd Platoon stopped what they were doing to watch the exchange, some still holding litters loaded with Gestori workers. Lankin felt his face flush, knowing what it looked like, knowing what they were thinking. He didn’t have any love for Duval at all, but if anyone outside his platoon had ever gone against Captain Kato like he was doing now, there’d be hell to pay. 

			“I know Talon is your friend and I sympathize, but the major was very clear. Retrieve you and the civilians and return to Wolf. Nothing else.”

			“Captain said the major wasn’t sending out any birds at all after what happened with Sabre-1,” Kessler said. “What changed his mind?”

			Fox hesitated for a moment, canting his bucket slightly toward the Gestori workers. He didn’t linger long, but it was long enough. Lankin knew exactly why the lieutenant had been authorized to make the trip all the way out here, and it wasn’t to pick him and his team up.

			“He sent you out here for the civilians.” It was a statement, not a question. Lankin knew the answer before he’d even finished speaking.

			Fox nodded. “That’s right.”

			“I cranking knew it,” Kessler said, throwing up his hands. “Scat-brained little self-absorbed piece of—”

			“You better watch yourself, Corporal,” Fox said, pointing. “You’re walking a dangerous line. Captain Kato is already engaging the enemy at Wolf. We don’t have time for this.”

			Lankin motioned for Kessler to stand down. “Fine. Forget the bird, we’ll take the sled. Can’t leave it out here anyway. Let’s get VanZant and the others transferred over. Hopefully we won’t run into any other patrols on the way there.” He nodded to his two leejes. “Get it done.”

			Kessler and Saretti hesitated for a moment, then both said, “Roger that,” and moved off.

			Fox watched Lankin’s legionnaires from the back of the sled. Lankin kept his eyes locked on the lieutenant, his mind racing through engagement plans. There had to be a way to change his mind. Fox wasn’t a point like Lieutenant Duval or the major, and even though he had half the time in service as Captain Kato, Lankin could see that he would be a good officer. It was obvious the man was conflicted, but Lankin didn’t think the internal argument was over whether or not the decision would make him look good in the major’s eyes. 

			“Here, Sarge.” Saretti held out Lankin’s helmet. “One of your display circuits got bumped. Should be okay now.”

			“Thanks.” Lankin took his bucket back, turning it over in his hands. His eyes flicked from the helmet up to Fox. “Not that I’ll need it any time soon.”

			They were halfway through loading the wounded when Fox said, “For Oba’s sake. Stop!”

			The leejes of 2nd Platoon froze in their tracks. Blood pounded in Lankin’s ears as a pit of anticipation grew in his stomach. Fox turned, facing him, dipping his chin. “You’re right.”

			“Sir?”

			“Talon won’t last up there if we don’t go help him.” 

			Lankin couldn’t help the smile that crept across his face.

			Fox pointed at him. “If I go down, you’re going down with me, Sergeant.” He turned to his men, lined up in front of the shuttle. “Transfer the wounded to the sled. Partlow, you’re driving and don’t give me any sket, I don’t want to hear it.”

			Kessler appeared next to Lankin, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You certainly do have a way with people, Sarge.”

			“We’re not screwing around up there, Sergeant,” Fox said. “In and out, you got me?”

			Still smiling, Lankin said, “Yes, sir. Take names and kick ass.”

			Kessler laughed. “Feel the thunder. Right, Sarge?”

			Lankin slid his bucket down over his head. The HUD came to life and he toggled his externals. “Feel the damn thunder.”
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			“Movement right,” Pax announced over the L-comm. 

			Talon dropped to a knee and peered around the corner, holding his N-4 back to keep the barrel from flagging him. Two target icons appeared on his HUD, moving up to flank them on ground level, one block over. He was sure there were more, but if Pax couldn’t see them…

			“Roger,” he said, checking the power level on his N-4’s charge pack. Thirty percent. He’d toggled blast power of the weapon down to just over stun. His shots might not kill an armored foe, but they’d put the enemy on their back and extended the life of the pack by twofold. Still, he would run out eventually and so would the rest of his team. 

			“Sabre-1 to in-bound Stryker elements, where the hell are you guys?”

			“We’re coming!” Talon replied, ducking as a blaster bolt zipped through the air above him.

			“We’ve got the LZ secured, but I’m not sure how long that’ll last. You need to expedite, Sergeant.”

			“Understood.”

			They were stalled among a lot containing large eight-wheeled vehicles with enormous dump-bins in the back. They were arranged in haphazard rows. Some looked like they hadn’t been driven in months, others had obviously been parted out. Cables, bolts, lugs, and larger parts lay strewn around the duracrete. 

			The plan had been to commandeer one of the vehicles and hightail it to the shuttle. But so far no one had been able to get one of the big hulks fired up, and hotwiring them while under heavy enemy fire was proving more than a little difficult.

			Something exploded several blocks away, followed by a volley of blaster fire. 

			“They just took out the power relay station,” Pax said. “Looks like another group of ten or so moving in from the west.” 

			Talon stepped out from the corner, N-4 leveled down the alley. He took several small steps forward, watching the target icons slide closer to the edge of the building to his right. He held his breath as the first one reached the corner, finger already pressing on the trigger. 

			A Gestori woman ran into the alley and screamed at the sight of the legionnaire. A second worker appeared, almost running into the first. He threw his hands up and screamed for the legionnaires not to shoot.

			“Down!” Talon yelled, heart pounding. “On the ground now!”

			The woman screamed again, dropping to her knees as the man stepped in front of her with his hands up, waving. “No! No! No!”

			“Get down!”

			“What the hell are they doing out there?” Singh rushed past, pushing his N-4 behind him to pat them all down. “They’re clear.” 

			Blaster fire zipped through the air, chewing into one of buildings across from them. Dust and debris sprayed out from the duracrete walls. 

			The woman screamed again as the man pulled her to her feet.

			“Get them back!” Talon shouted, grabbing them both and pulling them out of the middle of the road. 

			He moved to the corner and fired a volley blind. Return blaster fire filled the air, raking the street and walls. 

			“You’ve got a mounted 74 approaching your position, Sarge!” Pax advised over L-comm. “Plus five hostile targets.”

			Singh and Mazine moved up beside Talon. “What you need, boss?”

			Talon shook his head. “We don’t have time for this. If we can’t get one of those trucks running, we’re going to have to move out on foot. That shuttle crew doesn’t have the luxury of waiting for us to show up and they damn sure can’t take off in all this. Toss out a couple frags. Singh, set what anti-personnel charges you have left, and let’s get moving.”

			“Roger,” both men said together. 

			The two legionnaires stepped around Talon and heaved fist-sized grenades down the street. They went off in quick succession, their dual whoomp whoomp reverberating through the building at Talon’s back, shaking his insides.

			“How much farther to the landing site, Pax?” Talon asked.

			“Couple hundred meters to the edge of the complex, it’s right there. Straight through that lot of ore haulers. Looks like two groups of Talusar are moving on it, though—oh, sket!”

			An explosion sounded in the distance, and a column of smoke curled into the air where the shuttle was parked. 

			 “Sabre-1, Stryker-10, are you okay?”

			“Kelhorned orange-skinned, sket-brains just blew out my portside nacelle! We’re not going anywhere fast.”

			“Doesn’t look good, Sarge,” Pax confirmed. A second later the N-18’s distinctive krak-bdew pierced the air, followed by another, and the sniper’s voice came over the L-comm. “Target down.”

			Blaster fire streaked into the black steel framework around one of the hauler’s buckets. Sparks rained on Talon’s armor. He spun, dropped to a knee, and fired.

			His shots struck his attacker in the hip and chest, spinning him sideways. As his first target fell, his eyes shifted to a second. A three-round burst put him down. 

			“We need to get to the bird now!” Talon shouted.

			Another Talusar emerged, holding a large shoulder-fired rocket in both hands. He brought the weapon up. Talon was halfway through his targeting transition when he heard the krak-bdew!

			The attacker’s head disintegrated into a mist of blood and gore. The rocket launcher thumped to the ground, but the insurgent’s body stayed upright, as if it was still processing what had happened. A moment later the body fell, sending up a puff of dust. 

			“Nice shot, Pax!”

			“They’re bringing up another technical,” Burga shouted over the L-comm. He fired off a volley, then took cover behind the front of one of the haulers. “Sket, I’m out. Mazine, I need another pack for the SAB!”

			Talon moved around Burga, firing random shots down the street as Mazine unslung his pack. Burga let the spent pack drop, then slipped the new one over his shoulders. Mazine helped reconnect the charge cables, and Burga went back to work.

			“Pax,” Talon said, coming back to exchange his own pack. “We need to stop that technical.” 

			“I don’t have a good shot on it, Sarge. I’m running out of room up here.”

			“Sket. Rally up, Pax. We’re moving out.”

			“Roger that.”

			The team reached the end of the lot and stopped behind a retaining wall. Pax dropped down from a single-level garage, his sniper rifle slung across his back. He drew his pistol and sent six bolts down the alley, then trotted over to join the rest of the team. 

			“Twenty meters,” he said. “There’s a handful of hostiles closing in. The technical had to make a detour, not sure where they went. Shuttle’s just on the other side of this clearing.” 

			Talon looked over his legionnaires, lingering on the two injured men. The Gestori hunkered close to the wall, flinching at the incoming blaster fire. Talon wondered how long they’d stick around. To this point at least, there must not have been anywhere else for them to go.

			On Talon’s HUD, a mass of target icons was growing to the west, joining another cluster of dots from the south.

			The shuttle sat in the middle of the clearing, a bevy of blaster fire flashing off its hull, smoke rising from a gaping hole in the fuselage. A small group of insurgents were clustered around a corpse wearing a marine flight suit.

			“Sket, we’re too late!” Talon shouted.

			“Burga, Lancil, hold here. Pax, Mazine, Stoma, you’re with me.”

			Talon sprinted into the clearing without waiting for his team to acknowledge, firing at the assembled fighters. The aliens spread out, but Talon’s fire took several down. He changed his angle of approach when two of the attackers returned fire. 

			Stoma came in from Talon’s left, catching two insurgents on the run. Plumes of dirt sprayed up from his volley. A round caught the first in the leg, sending him sprawling. The second slowed to help his companion and took a blaster in the back. He fell over the first and Stoma gave them another long burst from his N-4.

			Talon’s HUD flashed, warning a projectile explosive had been thrown in his direction. The ground several meters to Talon’s right exploded, sending a geyser of soil into the air. Screams flooded the squad’s L-comm channel. Talon caught a glimpse of a legionnaire pinwheeling through the air. 

			“Mazine!” Talon shouted, searching for the attacker who’d thrown the fragger. One of them darted out from behind the smoking shuttle engines and Talon dropped him with a three-round burst.

			His HUD told him Mazine’s vitals were critical, but he was still alive. “Lancil, up! Cover!”

			He darted to Mazine’s side. The bottom half of his legs were gone, severed at the knees by the explosion. The synthprene under suit began to constrict, stopping the blood pouring from the wounds, soaking the grass.

			Talon let his N-4 hang, slipped his arms under the leej’s armpits, and pulled him toward the shuttle. Lancil and Singh appeared, covering Talon, laying down suppressive fire. Talon didn’t stop until his back hit the shuttle’s chassis. Carefully, he laid Mazine down. Lancil knelt next to the wounds, already rifling through his kit.

			“Go,” Lancil said, slamming a narco-pen into one leg, then another. Mazine screamed, trying to sit up, grasping as his severed legs. The medic ignored the leej’s protests, tossing the pen. “Go, I’ve got this. Secure the shuttle.”

			Pax rushed by, jumping over a broken shard of hull. “We’ve got incoming on the backside!” 

			“Stoma!” Talon shouted. 

			“Roger that,” the leej yelled back, following the sniper. 

			The shuttle was scorched with blaster marks. Talon let his N-4 hang from its sling, pushing it behind him, then drew his blaster pistol and ducked through the hole. He switched his ultrabeam on as he stepped into the darkened interior, more to blind anyone inside than for himself. His bucket’s night vision adjusted to the bright beam of light. A broken panel sparked, illuminating the shuttle’s bay in flashes of orange light. 

			Something moved to his right. He raised the pistol just as a figure in black stood up near the front of the compartment. 

			A Talusar in a stocking cap with a black scarf around his neck shouted something, bringing his own weapon up. Talon fired twice. His shots punched into the alien’s chest. The Talusar bounced off the wall, stumbled forward, and tripped over something. 

			Talon’s eyes flicked to what the alien had tripped over. His stomach turned. 

			Sweets’s helmet had been removed, as well as most of his armor. Blood covered his face but had stopped flowing. His short brown hair was matted and caked with the stuff. 

			Talon knelt beside him, pushing the man’s eyes closed. “Rest, my friend. May Oba guard your soul.”

			In the cockpit, one of the pilots was dead, slumped over, still strapped into his seat. The crew chief lay in a pool of blood at the rear of the compartment, his flight suit filled with blaster holes.

			Talon slammed a fist into the bulkhead and screamed in frustration. He ignored the pain. Anger flared inside him as he turned back to his fallen friend, knowing the deaths could’ve been prevented. He suppressed another outburst— his bucket told him his blood pressure and heart rate were critical, logging the levels for review. 

			Log what you want, you scat-brained AI, he thought, stepping back through the blast hole, leaving the relatively serene interior, returning to the chaotic battle.

			We’re going to die out here. He ducked the sparks spraying from the craft.

			Lancil was still working on Mazine’s legs. The wounded legionnaire wasn’t moving.

			Across the clearing, Burga’s SAB was spitting an almost constant barrage of blaster fire, punctuated by bursts from Noshey’s N-4. A steady staccato cracked from an N-18 on the other side of the shuttle as Pax worked through targets. The sniper was deadlier and more accurate than anyone Talon knew. 

			The SAB fire ceased and Burga’s voice came over the L-comm. “Shifting fire! Shifting fire! They’re moving to flank us from the north. I think that 74’s back!” 

			The corporal lugged the large weapon to the near side of a parking overhang, then dropped behind it and began dousing the approaches with blaster fire. The SAB shook as it spat out its deadly hailstorm of super-heated energy projectiles. Dust plumed up from the ground as the blaster unloaded, obscuring the leej from view. 

			“Rifle’s black,” Pax called out. With the N-18 out of charge packs, all that was left to the sniper was his blaster pistol.

			Back across the clearing, the Gestori workers were pulling Ginn to the other side of the wall. Beside them, Noshey propped himself up against the edge so he could lean on his good leg and fire back. He had to readjust after every burst so he wouldn’t lose control of his N-4. Burga dropped down from the overhang opposite Noshey, laying down a wall of fire with the SAB.

			Pax appeared from behind the shuttle, changing charge packs out of his pistol. “Burga, look out, that truck’s—”

			DAT-DAT-DAT-DAT-DAT-DAT-DAT

			 The ground in front of Burga erupted under a maelstrom of heavy fire from the insurgents’ vehicle-mounted automatic blaster. The line of fire chewed through the wall the legionnaire lay behind, spraying bits of brick and smoke into the air. Burga rolled, leaving the SAB. The 74’s high energy bolts turned it into so much slag.

			“We need suppressive fire on that truck now!” Talon shouted, wishing his heavy had packed more A-P missiles.

			Stoma and Pax raced back across the clearing to help their pinned down comrades. Stoma pulled Burga to his feet. Pax tossed a fragger down the street toward the technical. 

			 The detonation was answered by a volley from the 74. Hundreds of high energy blaster bolts streaked by, ripping into the ground and chewing through the wall concealing the legionnaires. 

			 Talon centered his N-4 and fired, catching the truck’s gunner in the leg, just below the mounted weapon’s blast shield. The Talusar dropped, still holding the 74’s firing handles, yanking the barrel straight up and sending arcs of red and orange bolts into the sky. Four more insurgents appeared behind the truck. Two grabbed their companion and pulled him from the bed, another hopped over the side and started working the gun. 

			 Talon fired again and missed. Still more insurgents added their blaster rifles to the chaos. The legionnaire ducked behind the shuttle’s wing as bolts stitched across the fuselage above him. Even as he hit the ground, Talon knew he was going to die. In another second, the 74 would open up and shred him and his team to pieces.

			“Get—”

			Talon’s warning was interrupted by a rapid thrrrrrrrp drowning out all the blaster fire around him. Something exploded and he felt warm air blast him from above. His bucket’s sound dampeners kicked in against a devastating boom. A powerful thrumming reverberated through his chest, shaking the ground underneath him.

			But he wasn’t dead.

			“Stryker-10, be advised, hostile heavy weapon platform neutralized. What’s your status, over?”

			Talon looked over the shuttle’s wing and saw fire and smoke pouring out of the weapons truck. A Republic assault shuttle flew out of the pillar of smoke. Strapped to the fuselage, a leej at the top of the open rear hatch sprayed the ground with blaster fire from a door-mounted heavy blaster cannon.

			The mass of insurgents fled, spreading out in all directions as hundreds of blaster bolts rained down. Screams of pain and fear filled the street as the soldiers were cut down from above. Bolts stitched across the ground, throwing up plumes of earth and grass, plowing through the enemy.

			“I love the navy!” Talon shouted, getting to his feet and adding his own fire to the assault. Multiple dots vanished from his HUD every second, but still more targets moved up from the west.

			Pax shouted over the L-comm. “Rocket!”
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			Lankin raked the ground with blaster fire from his place next to the heavy crew gunner on the assault shuttle, mowing down a pack of insurgents with an SAB, even as they turned to flee the cannon fire. His HUD flashed—movement to his left, an insurgent hefting the HE-45 launcher onto his shoulder. 

			“Rocket! Contact left!” Lankin shouted, adjusting fire even though he knew he wouldn’t reach the target in time. 

			Immediately the shuttle banked to take evasive action.

			He saw the launcher flash, but the assault shuttle’s engines drowned out the blast noise. Alarms wailed inside the shuttle as it banked away from the incoming rocket, barely avoiding it. The rocket shot passed the shuttle’s aft section, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake.

			 Gritting his teeth against the shuttle’s inertia, Lankin brought the SAB on target and squeezed the trigger. The automatic blaster shook in his hands. The air around him sizzled, making it nearly impossible to see his targets on the ground without his HUD’s visual aids. After several seconds he let up on the trigger, pausing to better inspect his work.

			A tangled mass of insurgents, as if they’d all wanted to run the same direction, littered the ground. The HE-45 launcher lay next to one of the shredded corpses. Lankin centered his optics on the weapon and put another burst of fire into it, making sure nobody else could use it.

			All the while the heavy gun bellowed its fire, pushing insurgents farther back. Plumes of soil and duracrete sprayed as the gunner tracked the scattering Talusar, fleeing through rows of hauler trucks and ore containers. Lankin sent several random bursts in the direction of the hostile targets, encouraging the enemy to continue to run.

			“Put us on the ground,” Lieutenant Fox ordered over L-comm.

			“Roger that,” the pilot responded.

			The shuttle banked slightly as it turned and descended to the clearing between the downed shuttle and the edge of the mining complex. Lankin and the rest of Bravo squad and 2nd Platoon hit the ground running.

			“Secure the area,” Lankin said, leaving the legionnaires from 2nd platoon. 

			His men responded with a chorus of affirmatives and moved out to take up overwatch positions around the downed shuttle.

			Lankin’s HUD identified Talon. His battle armor had taken a beating, but the man was still standing. 

			“You’re one crazy idiot, did you know that?” he said.

			“I believe the term is reckless.” Lankin held out a hand. “Always knew I’d have to save your ass one day.”

			“Yeah, you, the navy, and the rest of the platoon,” Talon said. “Sure did take you long enough. I damn near had to kill all of them, my—”

			 Something smacked into Talon’s bucket, knocking the leej off his feet. Lankin dropped next to his friend, shielding him.

			“Sniper!” Lankin shouted over the L-comm. “Kessler, on me!”

			 At the edge of the clearing, a leej from 2nd platoon sent a barrage of SAB fire downrange. 

			Saretti joined him, effectively covering the entire area. Rowan and Markyle helped Noshey and Mazine up the ramp while Singh and Corse covered them. 

			Kessler and Lancil appeared at Lankin’s side. Both medics went to work, pulling the legionnaire behind the cover of the downed shuttle. The sniper round had impacted behind Talon’s right ear, denting the leej’s helmet. The lack of scorch marks suggested it had been a solid projectile, not a blaster bolt.

			“Looks like they’re regrouping to the northwest,” Burga advised over L-comm.

			“We need to get him on the shuttle,” Kessler said, running a gloved hand over the dent in Talon’s helmet.

			Lankin’s HUD painted almost forty targets converging on the landing zone. Now that the assault shuttle was no longer spewing out hate and death from above, the Talusar seemed determined to continue the fight.

			 “Fire everything you’ve got!” Lankin shouted. “Burn it to the ground!”

			A rocket streaked away from the shuttle’s ramp, where another 2nd platoon leej stood with an aero-precision launcher over his shoulder. The rocket slammed into the red brick facade of a two-story maintenance garage and exploded. The fireball filled the street with smoke.

			“Frag out!” Singh yelled, lobbing his grenade over the wall between them and the hauler lot. A second later the whoomp whoomp shook the wall.

			As Kessler and Lancil hauled Talon onto the shuttle, Lankin keyed his company channel. “All Stryker elements, fall back to the shuttle! All Stryker elements, on me! We are leaving!”

			One by one, Lankin’s legionnaires disengaged and retreated, followed by 2nd platoon. The insurgents rallied, sending blaster bolts downrange, chewing through the ground and into the assault shuttle’s shields. 

			Seconds before Private Stoma reached the ramp, he took a blaster bolt. He landed hard, face down on the ramp and was immediately grabbed by two leejes and pulled the rest of the way ahead of incoming fire.

			The leej with the aero-precision launcher dropped it and transitioned to his N-4 when insurgents started firing from behind the still smoking technical truck. He let loose with a volley of fire, taking three down before an enemy bolt hit him in the side. He bent, one hand holding his wound, the other keeping his weapon up and firing. 

			“Fall back!” Lankin shouted, running to help. 

			The injured legionnaire took two more hostiles down before several rounds hit him in the chest. The impacts pushed him back but didn’t knock him down. His externals came to life and his voice roared with fury and hatred. He completed a lightning-fast pack change, then pressed on, advancing and firing on the enemy. 

			Lankin found a target and dropped it. He heard the voice of 2nd Platoon’s lieutenant. “Legionnaires, we are leaving!”

			“Screw these kelhorned bast—aaaah!” 

			A bolt struck the leej’s leg, spinning him off-balance. He put out a hand, stopping his fall, then brought his weapon back up and continued to fire until his charge pack was depleted. He cursed, ejecting the spent charge pack, and reached for another. 

			His head snapped back with a sickening whack, sparks erupting from the green armor. The N-4 fell from his hands and he dropped like a rock, bucket bouncing off the ground.

			“No!” Lankin shouted, depleting his own charge pack. 

			Lankin tossed his N-4 aside and heaved the private over one shoulder. His robotic hand clamped down on the armor. He drew his blaster, firing in a wild spray as he sprinted for the shuttle.

			Markyle and Rowan ran down the ramp, adding their own fire to Lankin’s barrage. He felt hands on him, pushing him up the ramp and into the shuttle’s bay. 

			“We’re all in,” Lancil advised over L-comm. “Get us the hell out of here!”

			The heavy crew gun wreaked destruction on any insurgents foolish enough to be in the line of sight now that the legionnaires were clear. The shuttle’s repulsors whined and the deck vibrated under Lankin’s feet. He lowered the injured legionnaire to the deck. 

			“I’ve got him, Sarge,” Kessler said, already working on pulling the leej’s armor off. 

			The legionnaires from 2nd gathered around their fallen comrade. One of them pulled the man’s bucket off. Blood trickled from the side of his mouth, running down his cheek. He coughed, eyes meeting Lankin’s and raised a hand.

			Lankin took the offered hand. “You’re going to be okay.”

			“Did we… did we show them the… thunder?” The kid’s voice was barely a whisper.

			Lankin worked his jaw, feeling his rage boil inside his chest. “They felt it. They felt the sketting thunder.”
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			“Awful lot of contacts still out there, Sarge,” Burga said.

			“There are,” Lankin agreed, watching the hostile dots increase on his HUD. The shuttle shot toward Wolf, crew guns blazing until they were safely out of range. So far, over a hundred contacts had been confirmed by the legionnaire’s battlenet, another thirty to fifty suspected. 

			Within minutes, they were descending toward Wolf. The shuttle slowed, making a sweep over the base before turning around to land beside two drop shuttles arranged near the east side of the base. Charlie and Delta squads spread out to support the marine elements guarding the walls. Several heavy weapon emplacements had been erected in the guard towers and the remaining combat sleds had been moved in front of the gates.

			Lankin was first down the ramp to meet Captain Kato and Major Wyeire. Lieutenant Duval jogged up behind the two officers. 

			Lankin saluted. “Major, Captain.”

			“How’s your team, Sergeant?” Kato asked, nodding to the legionnaires filing out of the shuttle. A team of Repub marines ran over with repulsor stretchers and helped load up the dead and wounded. Kessler gave instructions to the marines with Talon and they headed off for the medical tent.

			“Three KIA: a kid from 2nd, Sweets, and Bishto. Several injured. We need to get Sergeant Talon up to Vendetta, ASAP.”

			“We’ll get a shuttle back up as soon as we have these—”

			A rocket streaked overhead. It spun and looped around, obviously confused by Wolf’s ECM generator, then zipped off to the north, exploding in an empty field. 

			Lankin tapped his bucket. “Saw about a hundred and fifty contacts on the way in, Captain.”

			Kato nodded. “That’s our count as well.”

			Major Wyeire crossed his arms. “It’ll be a good fight.”

			“Sir, with all due respect, some of my men don’t have time for a good fight. We need to get Talon to Vendetta now. Sir, I’m pleading with you: Ask Vendetta’s skipper to send down a bombing run, sir.”

			Wyeire laughed. “Sergeant, I understand you and your men have been through an ordeal down here, but I think something of that magnitude is overkill in this situation. We’re not talking about a superior force here. They may have more troops, but we are more than a match for their numbers.”

			“An ordeal?” Lankin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Was the man that blind, or just willfully ignorant? He turned to Kato. “Captain, I—”

			An explosion ripped through one of the overwatch towers in a gout of flame and debris. The blast sent three legionnaires spinning wildly through the air. Lankin’s HUD identified them as members of Charlie squad, their bio-readouts negative. Marines pulled the dead legionnaires away from the burning rubble and spreading flames. 

			Missiles corkscrewed overhead. Blaster fire sizzled the air and the L-comm squawked with combat chatter. 

			“Major, sir,” Lankin said, his tone probably more forceful than it should have been. “We need to—”

			“Stand down, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Duval snapped. “You heard the major’s orders. Sir, this legionnaire has been nothing but insubordinate, and I have the holorecordings to prove it. Our forces are better equipped and better trained than the enemy. We’ll push the hostiles back and—”

			“It’s not about pushing them back, Lieutenant!” Lankin shouted, any composure he had left, gone. “It’s about killing them first. It doesn’t matter how. If we continue this fight, we will lose a hell of a lot more than just six men. Those troops out there are motivated and have no reservations about going up against a full company of legionnaires. They will not stop. Our only option is to KTF!”

			The major’s face turned into a raging scowl. “I will not be spoken to like this by some damn sergeant. I want that man thrown in the brig immediately!”

			“Styker-11, Command, enemy forces are breaking off to the south,” Burga announced over L-comm. “They’re going to flank us.”

			Two marines took fire atop the walls, dropping to the ground, motionless. A legionnaire from Delta squad took their place, firing his N-4 indiscriminately into the enemy.

			Lankin ducked at the sound of an N-18 firing and glanced back to see Pax prone on top of the assault shuttle they’d landed in just moments before. He fired again, then again and again.

			Grenades detonated outside the walls to the west. On the wall, Burga opened up with his SAB, raking it back and forth, chewing through an enemy Lankin couldn’t see. Singh joined him a second later, then Corse and Saretti. All four legionnaires operated as one, firing, reloading, covering, and firing again.

			A rocket struck the base of the southwest tower, punching through the wall below and snapping the tower supports, sending marines jumping for safety. The tower toppled, crashing through the wall, opening a large gap in the base’s perimeter. 

			“Get that bird back up in the air,” Kato ordered. “I want its guns in this fight and I want the twins on those combat sleds doing some damage. Now.”

			“Sir!” Lankin shouted, grabbing the major by the arm.

			Duval forced himself between the two men. “Stand down, Sergeant! You heard the major! Someone arrest this man!”

			Lankin stepped back and rammed a fist straight into the lieutenant’s bucket, sending him sprawling. The major gasped, standing open-mouthed, glancing back and forth between Duval and Lankin.

			He turned to Kato. “Captain…”

			Kato held up a hand. “Vendetta, this is Stryker-1, do you copy?”

			Commander O’Donnel, Vendetta’s executive officer came over the comm. “Stryker-1, Vendetta, go ahead.”

			“Captain, what are you doing?” Major Wyeire asked. He pointed at Lankin. “I said arrest this man!”

			Kato ignored the major. “Request bomber and fighter support, half a klick west of my position, danger close. Grid Section 8-Bravo-3.”

			There was a brief silence, then the commander replied, “Affirmative. Fighters have been scrambled and are inbound. Time on target, two minutes.”

			“Roger that, Vendetta. Stryker-1 to all Stryker elements, be advised, we have incoming fighters, two minutes!”

			The ground vibrated under Lankin’s feet as a row of mortar bots fired, sending a hail of rounds over the wall. Even under the awesome blanket of firepower they unleashed, the Talusar continued to charge Wolf, undeterred. 

			Wyeire glared at the Captain. “Vendetta, this is Major Wyeire, belay that fire mission. Captain Kato is not in command down here, I am.”

			From all fours, Duval said, “I’ll have you sent to the mines on Herbeer, Lankin, you piece of sket.”

			“Vendetta, this is Captain Kato, Wolf is under heavy assault by a large hostile force. If you do not launch that fighter mission, we will be overrun. Do you copy? Continue with mission!”

			“Captain, you are hereby relieved of duty!” Wyeire shouted, hopping with outrage. “Vendetta, break off the attack.”

			Another barrage of rockets screamed down into the barracks. The explosions ripped the building apart, sending marines flying and tossing a sled on its side. A large impervisteel crossbeam whipped through the air into the two drop shuttles, slicing through their hulls, grounding them in place.

			“Incoming!” someone shouted over L-comm.

			A second later, two explosions ripped through the remains of the southwest tower, tearing through the barricades on either side of the tower’s base. 

			“Hostile targets, two hundred fifty meters out and closing!” someone else advised.

			On Lankin’s HUD, multiple clusters of dots appeared, converging on the destroyed watchtower. “If they make it through the walls, we won’t be able to hold them off.”

			“Bravo and Charlie teams shift fire to the northwest,” Kato ordered. “Keep those kelhorned bastards back! Major Wyeire, I understand you don’t want to look weak here, sir, but if you don’t order that strike, it won’t be a matter of weak or strong. We’ll all be dead.”

			“Commanding a failed operation in which all his legionnaires were killed is how they will remember you, Major,” Lankin said, hoping to push the point into his brain. “Is that how you want to be remembered?”

			“Back off, Sergeant!” Duval shouted, unholstering his sidearm. “You’re both dangerously close to mutiny, never mind the outright insubordination. You’ll both be—”

			Lankin brought his N-4 to low ready, his eyes locked on the lieutenant’s hand. “You’re going to want to put that away, Lieutenant.”

			“Is that a threat? I am well within my rights to preserve the chain of command by any means necessary, Sergeant. And mutiny in the face of the enemy is punishable by death.”

			Lankin flicked the N-4’s safety off with his thumb. “I don’t think you want to try that. I guarantee you, you’ll lose that race.”

			“Major, please,” Captain Kato said. “You have to see this is a dire situation.”

			Wyeire regarded his legionnaires for a moment, flinching as another rocket exploded behind them. “Stand down, Lieutenant.”

			“Sir?”

			“I said stand down.” He keyed his L-comm. “Vendetta, Stryker Actual, proceed with fighter mission. Repeat, proceed with fighter mission.”

			“Roger that, Actual. Fighters inbound.”

			An instant later, the sky thrummed with tri-fighters and tri-bombers, appearing well before they should have if Vendetta had actually called off the assault. The fighters roared over base, their guided missiles and heavy blaster bolts chewing up the Talusar ranks. On their heels, the bombers swept over the field, thousands of microbombs pouring from their open bays.

			A chest rattling whoomp rolled across the base and the ground vibrated under Lankin’s feet. A plume of earth and rock blossomed. A moment later, a second bomb hit, then a third, chewing a wide path of destruction through the assaulting forces. Three more slammed home and six enormous clouds of dirt and debris climbed high above the treetops, filling the sky.

			The cacophony of blaster fire died away and an eerie silence fell over Wolf. 

			“All units, report contact to Command,” Captain Kato ordered. 

			A series of reports came back, advising their contacts were destroyed or retreating. Of the hundred and fifty hostiles that had filled Lankin’s HUD, only thirty or so remained. His bucket’s AI logged the rest as KIA or wounded.

			“Vendetta Flight Lead, Stryker-1, positive mission, hostile targets neutralized.”

			“Roger that, Stryker-1.”

			“Lieutenant Fox,” Kato said over L-Comm, directing 2nd platoon’s OIC. “Take Charlie and Delta Squads and clean up the rest. I don’t want any of those bastards thinking a second attack is in their best interests.”

			“Roger that, Captain.”

			Already the assault shuttle was circling back, descending toward Wolf’s medical tent to load the wounded and return to Vendetta. Within minutes the shuttle was full and lifting off, with more wounded waiting for transport.

			Kato turned to Lankin. “Sergeant, the shuttle’s full and some of our guys didn’t make the cut. I want you to organize a convoy to get the remaining wounded to the spaceport. We can get them up from there as fast as waiting for a return trip and we need to make sure the port is secure from any insurgent attacks.”

			“Yes, sir.”
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			“Sket, that hurts!” Talon gritted his teeth, hand pressed against his skull. 

			“Don’t touch,” Kessler said, pulling Talon’s hand away from the skinpack. “And try not to move around too much. You’ve got a pretty bad concussion, Sarge.”

			“You’re telling me. Those meds you gave me aren’t helping.”

			“You have to give them time to work through your system,” the medic said, adjusting the repulsor stretcher’s position in the back of the Gestori truck. “Be glad you regained consciousness. I am.”

			A convoy of two sleds and three Gestori trucks waited in a line just inside Camp Wolf’s main gate, loaded down with a combination of Repub marines and legionnaires, some wounded, some ready to secure the spaceport. Every legionnaire that could still fight would remain on-planet until the rest of the 71st could be sent from their destroyer, Swift.

			And who knows how long that’ll take, Talon thought.

			Pax, Burga, Lancil, and Singh appeared at the back of the truck to see their team leader off. The sniper pulled off his bucket and smiled. “You look like hell, Sarge.”

			“Didn’t know this was a beauty competition,” Talon said.

			“You’re lucky you were wearing your bucket.” Lancil nodded at the sergeant’s bandaged head.

			“Yeah, well, that’s why we have ’em.” Talon grimaced. “And I’m not sure if lucky is the way I’d describe it. Where’re the rest of the guys?”

			Burga motioned to the truck ahead of them in line. “Up there. Noshey’s not looking too good, but he didn’t make it on the shuttle out of here.”

			“Lot of guys had it worse during the attack on Wolf,” Kessler said.

			“What are we waiting on?” Talon asked. 

			Lankin joined Talon’s men. “Marines are loading up the last of their wounded now.” He pulled himself into the bed of the truck and took a knee next to Talon’s stretcher. “Let’s go!”

			Talon grimaced and suppressed a cough. “What are you doing?”

			“Leading the convoy trip to the spaceport. Captain’s orders.”

			Private Ginn’s voice came over the L-comm. “All right, we’re loaded up and ready to go. Moving out in sixty seconds.”

			“Good luck, Sarge,” Burga said, extending a hand. “We’ll hold it down until you get back.”

			Talon smiled and shook his friend’s hand. “Thanks.” 

			Lankin steadied himself on the side of the truck as the convoy sped out of Camp Wolf. It bounced and swayed down the road. “Bumpy ride compared to the sleds. And here I thought rank had its privileges.”

			“Not when you’re at the bottom of the medical priority list,” Talon said. “Sorry to hear about Sweets.”

			“Me too.”

			Ten minutes later they were driving through Gangeers. The streets were mostly deserted, save for the occasional pedestrian crossing hastily after the convey had gone by. It seemed even the city’s bots were missing in action. 

			“Wonder how long it’ll be quiet like this?” Lankin asked, watching the tops of the buildings slide by. The crystal blue sky painted above the red brick buildings almost made him forget the carnage they’d left behind at Camp Wolf. “I’m actually surprised there aren’t a bunch of demonstrators out, protesting the airstrikes.”

			 “I heard you decked the lieutenant,” Talon said.

			“Yeah. Probably shouldn’t have done that.”

			“He deserved it. Damn point. But no, that was stupid. You might get thrown out of the Legion. Or worse. What’s Wyeire going to do about it?”

			Lankin shrugged. “No time to say, not while there’s wounded to evac and a spaceport to secure. I doubt anything’ll happen until this is completely over. He’s already trying to contact the locals and debrief them, trying to cut down the negative public fallout from the battle.”

			“Sket, it wasn’t our fault. In fact, had we not been here, those kelhorned insurgents would’ve overrun this town without a second thought.”

			“I know that, and you know that—the entire company knows that. Hell, I’m sure there are some locals who know that. Will that make any difference? Probably not. It’s not just about protecting Republic property and assets, it’s about capturing the hearts and minds of the people. Watch, the House of Reason will latch onto this as a huge failure by the Legion and use it to gain more control over our operations. It’s not going to end well, I can tell you that.”

			Talon rested his head on the stretcher. “I’m glad I’m going to be out of sight for that nonsense. Looking forward to retiring and leaving the outfit. Go retire on some backwater planet on galaxy’s edge and farm algae or something.”

			“I can’t picture you as a farmer.”

			“Neither can I.” Talon nodded at Lankin’s exposed prosthetic. “How’s the hand?”

			Lankin flexed the mechanical fingers. “It’s going to take some getting used to. It’s a lot more powerful than I expected, I really have to concentrate when I’m using them so I don’t break things. Not to mention trigger control. It’s going to be awhile before I feel comfortable behind an N-18 again.”

			“Going to have to go through sniper school again? I mean, assuming you’re not in prison.”

			“Hell, no. You couldn’t pay me enough to go through that ag—”

			A high-pitched whistle cut through their conversation. A split second later, something exploded in front of their truck. Talon could see the tendrils of smoke and fire. 

			“Contact right!” Lankin leaped from the truck and fired at an enemy Talon couldn’t see. 

			Talon pushed himself up on his elbows, looking over the side. Several wounded legionnaires piled out of the trucks in front and behind, engaging targets on both sides of the convoy. He pulled his sidearm and swept the road behind as a handful of marines streamed out of the rear sled. Blaster fire filled the street. Several marines dropped as soon as their feet hit ground. He could hear the screams of the dying as he struggled to push himself up. 

			“Stryker-1, this is Stryker-19,” Lankin said over the L-comm. “Gangeers is contested. Heavy contact with more insurgents. Requesting air support!”

			“Copy. The assault bird just finished dropping off her load, I’ll redirect her to your position.”

			Unspoken was the fact that not even Captain Kato could convince the major to bomb such a densely populated civilian center. This was going to be a slog of a fight on the ground.

			His skull throbbed, blurring his vision. He swung his legs over the tailgate, cautiously searching for the street before planting his feet, fearful of simply falling out. Two more marines dropped in front of him.

			“They’re everywhere!”

			“Three to the north!” 

			“I’m hit!” 

			To Talon’s left, three masked Gestori emerged from a gap between buildings, rushing toward him. “Garo!” He raised his pistol and dropped one of them before they reached him. The two remaining tackled him into the back of the truck. One slammed a fist into his nose. Pain flashed as cartilage snapped. Warm blood poured from his nose, running into his mouth. The other wrenched the pistol from his hand, breaking two of his fingers in the process. They were shouting to their wounded comrade, who appeared with something in his hand. Talon struggled against their hold but couldn’t break free. The third Gestori hopped into the bed. He opened a black canvas bag and pulled it over the legionnaire’s head.

			Everything went dark.
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			“Garo!” 

			Lankin had already disembarked, found cover, and dropped a masked attacker with a blaster bolt to the chest before he spun around at the sound of his name being called. He saw Talon shoot one of three attackers. Two Gestori fell on the wounded sergeant, throwing a barrage of punches to the legionnaire’s face. 

			Lankin ducked as another bolt zipped past. He dropped to a knee, swinging his N-4 up, searching for the shooter. A masked Gestori male in dark brown robes stepped out from behind an open door, blaster rifle pointed in Lankin’s direction.

			He launched himself away, rolling under the Gestori fire. The street behind him erupted with blaster bolts that missed their mark. He came up and immediately dropped a target of opportunity—another Gestori who’d been exchanging fire with a pair of marines. Keeping low, he moved up the far side of the lead sled, which absorbed blaster fire while its twin guns chewed away at any attacker its gunner could sight.

			The Gestori shooter continued to send long, undisciplined bursts of blaster fire near the place Lankin had last occupied, oblivious to the fact that the legionnaire had moved. Lankin popped up above the hood and fired twice. The Gestori’s head exploded in a mass of gore, spraying blood on the brick wall beside him.

			Two marines appeared next to Lankin, sharing identical confused and scared expressions. 

			“What the hell is going on, Sergeant?” one asked. 

			Lankin swapped out charge packs. “I don’t know. Spaceport’s gonna be tougher to reach than we hoped. Watch the north, don’t let anyone flank us.”

			A lone bolt sparked off the sled’s armor above their heads. The marine Lankin answered screamed and dropped to the ground, covering his head. The second marine turned and fired blindly, burning through a quarter charge pack before letting up.

			“Hold this position,” Lankin said. 

			He moved back down the line of trucks under blaster fire streaking overhead. “Stryker elements, report.” 

			“At the rear of the column, Sarge,” Mazine replied. “Got a group of about six advancing on our position.”

			“I’m coming to you.”

			“Get off me!” a muffled voice shouted.

			Lankin spun and saw two masked Gestori pulling one of the wounded marines out of the back of a truck. He struggled, kicking out but hitting nothing but air. They’d thrown a hood over his face. A third Gestori came from the alley behind them, trying to grab the marine’s flailing legs.

			Lankin shot the third one in the back just as it wrapped an arm around the marine’s feet. The alien fell forward, almost knocking his companions over. The one on the right drew and fired a projectile rifle. The bullet slammed into Lankin’s left arm, right above the elbow, finding a gap in the armor. 

			At the same moment, the marine kicked out hard and jerked himself free. He dropped and rolled away from the alien still holding on, trying to break loose. He tripped the Gestori who’d shot Lankin, knocking him to his rear.

			Ignoring the searing pain, Lankin tried to bring his blaster rifle up, but his wounded arm was sluggish to respond, almost limp. He gritted his teeth and brought the N-4 up with his good arm. His mechanical fingers weren’t nearly as dexterous as his human ones, but they weren’t affected by stress or exhaustion or injury. They worked the same, every time. He held the rifle out and fired. The bolt struck home right between the Gestori’s yellow eyes, snapping the alien’s head back. Without slowing, he found the third Gestori and gave him an identical shot.

			The marine pulled the hood off his head and threw it aside, kicking one of the alien corpses. “Kelhorned lizards!”

			Lankin reached out a hand. “Come on—”

			Movement flashed in his peripheral before someone tackled him from the right, knocking him into one of the trucks. The impact jarred his N-4 loose, sending it clattering. Fists began thumping against his armor. Lankin grabbed for the attacker, managing only to get hold of the Gestori’s mask and pulling it clear of his face. 

			The alien stumbled back and recognition hit Lankin like a transport shuttle. “You!”

			It took a minute for Lankin to remember the name… Sharn, the worker’s rep from the townhall meeting, Doctor Pendisa’s father. The Gestori’s face contorted with rage and he charged again. 

			Lankin blocked a punch, then drove his fist into the alien’s gut. Sharn let out a gasp of pain and went to his knees. Lankin held onto the alien’s robes, keeping him from falling all the way down. 

			“Why are you doing this?” Lankin demanded, lifting him up.

			The Gestori spat on Lankin’s faceplate. “Republic scum!”

			Another masked Gestori appeared from a building to Lankin’s right. The legionnaire drew his blaster pistol and fired off three shots. 

			Something exploded near the back of the convoy, filling the street with smoke and flames. The twin guns of the combat sled sent blaster bolts through the billowing smoke, racking storefronts and sparking off their vehicles. 

			“Stop this!” Lankin said, leveling his pistol at Sharn’s head. “Stop this now.”

			“Go to hell, legionnaire!”

			Lankin pressed the barrel of his pistol into the alien’s scaly, gray skin. “Call them off, or I swear to Oba, I’ll end you right here and now and you’ll never see your daughter again!”

			“Pendisa is a true believer! She will understand my sacrifice!”

			Engines roared above them as a shuttle appeared over the buildings, hovering over the remains of the convoy. The door gunner opened up on the street at the rear of their column as the craft steadied itself. Several legionnaires jumped from the open ramp, taking positions on the roofs of the buildings on the far side of the street. Within seconds they were engaging the enemy.

			“Come on!” Lankin shouted, pulling Sharn along with him. He stopped at the back of Talon’s truck; it was empty. He shoved the Gestori against the side of the bed. “Where’d they take him?” 

			Sharn spat at him, hitting his visor. Lankin slammed his bucket into the alien’s face. Blood spurted from Sharn’s mouth. He started to sag and Lankin held him firm.

			“Where is he?” Lankin roared.

			The Gestori’s yellow eyes glared back at the legionnaire, brimming with loathing. 

			“Target’s clear!” came a status update over L-comm. 

			Lankin gripped the alien’s clothes tighter, Sharn’s blood running over his hand. “You’re going to tell me.”

			“Your friend is as good as dead.”

			“He dies, you die,” Lankin told him. It wasn’t a threat, it was the truth. He activated his comm. “Sound off, they’ve taken hostages. Who’s missing?”

			The reports started coming in over L-comm. Five were missing, namely Talon, Mazine, and three marines. 

			“We got some more KIA by the lead sled,” a marine reported. “Pair of marines and a legionnaire.” 

			The reports continued to roll in. Three more marines had been killed by blaster fire and Gemini was critical. 

			Lankin keyed his squad channel. “Kessler!”

			“Already on it,” the medic replied. “Let me work!”

			Another combat sled pulled up at the rear of the convoy, disgorging a handful of marines. Captain Kato was the last out and jogged up to Lankin.

			“You’re shot,” Kato said.

			“It’s nothing,” Lankin told him. “I’m fine.” 

			“What’s this?” Kato asked, nodding to Sharn.

			“This little kelhorned lizard knows where Talon is and he’s not talking.”

			Kato studied the Gestori for a moment. “You’re the Gestori Workers League representative. What is the meaning of this attack? We’re here protecting your sorry asses!”

			Sharn laughed. “Protecting? You steal our life’s work, and you call that protecting? Only a Republic lackey could think what you’re doing here is anything but downright theft. You people come here under the guise of aiding a needy people, but you never stopped to ask yourselves if we actually needed help.”

			“We didn’t ask for this assignment—your government asked for our assistance and we came.”

			“Did they?” Sharn shook his head.

			Lankin lifted him up again, slamming him back the truck. “We don’t have time for this. Where did you take our men?”

			But the Gestori was too fixated on other things. “We pleaded with your government to stay away. Tried to convince them our world wasn’t safe for outsiders. Did they listen? No.” 

			“The explosion that killed the envoy team,” Kato said. “That wasn’t an accident.”

			It dawned on Lankin that his captain was pursuing this dialogue—rather than just breaking bones—in the hopes that Sharn might give him something he could use to find Talon and the others.

			“We should have made the message a little clearer,” Sharn said. “We blamed it on malcontents and rebels, hoping the civil unrest here wouldn’t be worth the trouble.”

			“You don’t know the House of Reason very well,” Kato said.

			“House of Reason,” Sharn spat. “They just sent in more troops and started taking whatever they wanted. We should’ve seen it coming. Slavers of the known galaxy, that’s what you are. You come and take, without any concern for anyone but your precious Republic.”

			“What do you want?” Lankin asked.

			“We want you to leave.”

			“Tell us where to find our missing and maybe we will.”

			Sharn laughed. “It’s too late. I told you they would die and so they have.”

			Lankin raised a fist but Kato pulled his arm back down.

			“I’m getting something,” Kato said, raising a hand to his bucket. “Scrambled message from a masked transponder.” 

			The captain was silent for a minute, obviously listening to the transmission. It must have been coming through the command net, a channel Lankin didn’t have access to. 

			“Sket,” Kato said, finally. 

			“What is it, sir?”

			“Demands from his buddies.” Kato motioned to Sharn. “They’re demanding all Republic forces leave the planet or they’ll start killing hostages. Major wants us back at Wolf ASAP.”

			Sharn laughed hysterically. “This is far better. Leave now, coward dogs of the Republic.”

			Lankin jerked Sharn hard. “You son of a bitch! If any of those hostages are killed—”

			“Then what?” Sharn demanded. “You’ll kill me? I’ve dedicated my life to the liberation of my people. If that means I must martyr myself in order for them to be free, I consider that a price well worth paying.”

			Burga, Cross, Pax, and Kessler appeared behind the captain. 

			“We’ve got the wounded loaded back up, sir,” Burga said. 

			“Roger that.” Kato turned for the sled. “Bring him with us.”

			“Oh sket, Sarge,” Kessler said, looking at Lankin’s wound. 

			“It’s nothing.” 

			“Like hell it’s nothing.” The medic pulled off Lankin’s armor, then started cutting away the synthprene.

			Lankin gritted his teeth against the pain as Kessler worked. “You’re not thinking about negotiating with these people, are you, Captain?”

			“That’s not my call, Sergeant. Sounds like Major Wyeire is already in talks with them.”

			“That’s a load of sket, Captain, and you know it! Ouch!” 

			“Hold still.” Kessler prodded the open wound.

			“These scumbags don’t have any intention of returning our people alive,” Lankin said.

			“What do you want me to do about it, Sergeant? Not everything in life can be solved by punching your superior officers and storming off! Now we—” Captain Kato calmed himself and continued. “We can’t do anything about it now. We don’t know where our people are, and I seriously doubt your friend here is going to talk. We still have critically wounded men that need evac and direct orders to return to Wolf.”

			“They can’t be far,” Lankin said. “They’re here somewhere.”

			“You’ll never find them!” Sharn shouted. “And you will die trying! Do not risk their lives! Leave this planet!” 

			“Get him out of here,” Kato said to Burga and Cross. The leejes hauled the Gestori off, kicking and shouting.

			“The bullet didn’t hit anything major,” Kessler said. “I can put on a skinpack for now, but you’ll need to have surgery to remove it and repair some of the muscle damage.”

			Lankin shook his head. “Story of my life.”

			Captain Kato motioned for Lankin to board the nearest sled.

			Lankin didn’t move.

			“Look, Garo, I know Chase is your friend, but—”

			“I’m going to find him, Captain.” Determination burned inside Lankin, squeezing out whatever fatigue or pain he might have otherwise felt. “I’m going to find him and bring him back. He’d do the same for me. For any of us.”

			“I’m not authorizing what few legionnaires I have left to start kicking down doors and tearing through homes. We’re spread too thin as it is and besides that, we don’t have any idea where to start.”

			“Wrong, sir,” Lankin said. “I have a pretty good idea.”
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			It took five minutes of negotiating the back streets and alleys of Gangeers to reach the clinic. The five-man legionnaire team was stacked at the rear entrance, listening for any sign of the enemy. Officially, they were MIA, a concession Captain Kato made before taking the rest of the wounded back to Wolf.

			This whole operation has been one giant concession, Lankin thought.

			“Where’d they all disappear to?” Burga asked from his position at the head of the stack. “No way we dusted ’em all.”

			“Off licking their wounds maybe,” Cross offered.

			“With the ass kickings we’ve been handing out, I’d bet they aren’t too keen on engaging any time soon,” Burga said. 

			“I wouldn’t count them out so quickly,” Lankin said, eyeing the rooftops. “They’re out there somewhere. These kinds of people never seem to get the message.” 

			Pax checked his N-4’s charge pack. “Sounds to me like we need to talk a little louder.”

			The legionnaires nodded agreement.

			“We’re looking for the female doctor,” Lankin said. “Pendisa.” 

			“And she’s going to know where our guys are?” Burga asked. 

			“If she doesn’t, she’ll know where to start.”

			“Engagement protocol?” Pax asked.

			“If a lizard is armed, you shoot,” Lankin said. “We’re not taking any more chances.”

			“Roger that.”

			“Looks like the door’s locked,” Burga said, testing the handle.

			“Don’t worry, I’ve got a key.” Lankin squared himself on the door, took a half-step back, then rammed his boot into it.

			Burga led the team into a long hallway lit by a single flickering light strip on the ceiling. Lankin followed him, then Cross and Kessler, letting Pax hold the rear.

			It only took a few seconds to reach the clinic proper. 

			“Don’t move!” Burga shouted. 

			He went right, Lankin held straight, leveling his N-4 at three Gestori men sitting on a bed. “Get your hands up! Don’t move!”

			Whether or not they actually understood what he was saying, the three aliens threw their hands into the air, yelling something back at Lankin he didn’t understand. 

			Kessler and Cross filed in behind him, both heading off to deal with similar groups of locals confined to hospital beds. Panicked screams and angry shouts followed the legionnaires’ sweep. A nurse dropped a tray of tools as she stumbled into a patient sitting behind her. Both toppled onto the floor, knocking over a cart and spilling its contents.

			Lankin hovered on the three for a second longer, then seeing no threat, kept moving. “Doctor Pendisa!” 

			To his left, Burga shoved a Talusar against the wall, shouting at him to sit down. The orange-skinned alien roared at the leej, shoving him back. Burga rammed the butt of his N-4 into the side of the alien’s head, knocking him out cold. 

			“No one move!” Lankin shouted. “We’re here for the Doc—”

			Halfway down a row, a Gestori male sprang from his bed, lunging for Lankin with arms spread. Lankin sidestepped, pushing his N-4 behind him on its sling and grabbing the alien with both arms. He used their momentum to pull the Gestori off-balance, sticking out a foot and tripping him. The alien cried out in surprise as he fell, then slammed down hard, grunting in pain. Lankin stepped back, reaching for his N-4.

			Pax appeared at the Gestori’s head and carefully set his pistol against the alien’s skull. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			Something clinked against the tile floor and a second later the Gestori’s hands appeared, fingers spread. A primitive metal scalpel lay on the floor next to him, a reminder of the backward and dated medicine practiced in this clinic. Pax kicked it away, then slammed the butt of his pistol down on the alien’s skull with a wet crack and the Gestori collapsed.

			“That’s enough!” a female voice cried above the chaos. 

			Lankin turned to see Pendisa, hands outstretched. 

			“Don’t move, lady,” Cross shouted. 

			“It’s okay,” Lankin said.

			Pendisa stopped, never taking her yellow eyes off Lankin. “What is the meaning of this, Sergeant?”

			 “I think you know already, Doctor. You’re a smart woman.”

			“Yes,” Pendisa said, lowering her hands. “And so what would you have me do?”

			“I’ll be honest with you, Doc. I’m having a hard time picturing you as a terrorist. Doesn’t really line up with the whole ‘do no harm’ thing.”

			“No harm?” Pendisa scoffed. “And what is it you think you are doing here? A good thing? A just thing?” 

			“I’m here for my men.”

			“Wrong, Sergeant Lankin! You call me a terrorist, but you are the ones who are stealing from my people. You think because you wear that uniform, that makes you better than us? Or that it excuses you from your part in enforcing this oppression against the will of my species? Is your cause somehow more righteous than ours, because we don’t wear armor?”

			“This is not a debate.”

			“If someone came into your house and started taking all of your things, then set up armed guards in your living room for your security, would you fight back?”

			“I said I’m not here to have a political debate. I don’t care about you or how righteous your Oba-damned cause is. I’m here for my men, plain and simple.”

			“And you thought they’d be here?”

			“I know you know where they are, Doctor. You’re going to tell me.”

			Pendisa cocked her head. “Am I?” 

			“If you ever want to see your father again, you will.”

			The doctor opened her mouth to respond, but hesitated. 

			“We have him, Pendisa. Caught attacking our medical convoy not ten minutes ago. You know what the House of Reason does to terrorists out here on the edge? Legion rules. Meaning our CO decides his fate. And he’s not in a forgiving mood today.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“Believe him,” Burga said.

			“He’s not lying,” Cross added.

			“Now, I’m not making any promises,” Lankin said, doing his best to sound sympathetic, to sound like he cared about the Gestori doctor’s feelings. “I expect that no matter what happens right here and now, your father will be tried. He made his choices and I can’t help that. But I can tell you without a doubt, that unless you give me something right now, his verdict will be quick, guilty, and the sentence harsher than you can imagine.”

			“Kelhorned Republic scum,” Pendisa spat. 

			“Clock’s ticking.”

			“Tell them nothing!” a Gestori male shouted.

			Cross turned, pointing his weapon at the alien. “Shut up! Nobody else speaks!”

			“Don’t betray the cause, Pendisa!” another Gestori added.

			Cross slammed the barrel of his N-4 into the alien’s stomach, sending him to the floor.

			“I don’t know!” Pendisa shouted.

			“Then I’ll send you a vid of your father’s last words,” Lankin said. He turned and sketched a circle over his head with a cybernetic finger. “Let’s move out and follow the other intel trail.”

			“Wait!” Pendisa exclaimed, hand outstretched. 

			Pax leveled his pistol at her head. “Don’t, lady!”

			Lankin turned, motioning for Pax to lower his weapon. “Something you want to say, Doc?”

			“Please… I wasn’t included in this operation,” Pendisa said, moving close enough to Lankin that she could reach out and touch him. “But I doubt they’d stay in town any longer than they have to. They’re probably on their way to the caves.”

			“The caves?”

			“Traitor!” an angry Gestori roared.

			“Shut it!” yelled Burga.

			Pendisa nodded. “There’s a waterfall in the foothills to the east of the mountains. It’s where the main group of Talusar—Freedom Raiders—have been staying.”

			“Freedom Raiders,” Lankin said, shaking his head at the name. “Okay. How do I get there?”

			“There’s a map,” Pendisa told him, shoulders slumping. “In the basement. No electronic records are kept of anything, in order to circumvent Republic intelligence algorithms.”

			“Oosa!” the Gestori Burga had hit shouted from his knees before adding in Standard, “You’re a traitor to your people, Pendisa!” 

			Burga kicked the Gestori square in the jaw. He sprawled to the floor, unconscious.

			Lankin leaned forward. “If you’re lying…”

			“Please, don’t let them kill my father.”

			“If I get my men back in one piece, I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Then hurry. I saved your life once and now I’ve given my life on this planet for you to save your friend and my father. Do not waste it.”

			After herding the patients into a back room and locking them in, Lankin and his team followed the doctor down a flight of stairs to a locked door. She tapped a code into the panel on the wall and the lock clicked open. Pax pulled her away. 

			Inside, tables lined three sides; pictures and operational charts, diagrams of Gangeers and the mining complex plastered the walls. One entire wall was covered with a topographical map showing an area at least twenty kilometers around the city. The main road and mag-lev track connecting all three locations was marked in blue and every so often the pillars were marked with red thumbtacks. Several secondary roads that hadn’t been on the intelligence provided to the marines showed at least seven different routes through the jungle.

			“Oba,” Lankin mumbled, shaking his head in disbelief. “How did we miss this?”

			“Too trusting,” Pax said. “Shoulda KTF’d and assumed everyone was hostile. Because they were, man.”

			A small lake at the top left corner of the map was marked with a green flag. A blue line coming out of the mountains to the north ended at the top of the lake.

			“The caves?” Lankin asked Pendisa, pointing.

			She nodded.

			“They’ve got rosters with all our information here, Sarge.” Burga ran a finger down one of the papers pinned to the wall. “Squad info, weapon assignments, shift schedules… the works.”

			“And check this out,” Pax said, rifling through stacks of paper on one of the tables. “Looks like shipping manifests and transport logs. Looks like they’ve been skimming, changing weights and counts and keeping some back for themselves.”

			Pendisa laughed. “Skimming? You say that like we’re the ones in the wrong? That is our ore. It’s ours, not yours!” 

			“Not how the Republic sees it,” Pax said, without looking up. “Your people made a deal. Hey, looks like they’ve been contacting someone in the edge, setting up deliveries off-world to something called Scarpia. Don’t see any financials, though. No paid invoices.”

			“What do you say to that, Doctor?” Lankin asked, unable to resist, given the treasure trove they just uncovered. “That’s a sket-ton of ore to be just giving away. Getting it off the planet alone would cost a fortune. Whoever’s on the receiving end is getting one hell of a deal.”

			“Our agreement was to help you find your missing comrades in exchange for my father’s life,” Pendisa hissed. “And you’re wasting time.”

			“Intel is going to have a field day with this place,” Cross said. 

			Lankin nodded. “Let them. Doc’s right. We’ve got other priorities right now.” He keyed a secure channel to Captain Kato. 

			“Go for Kato.”

			“I’ve got a lead on our men, but we’ve stumbled across some intel I know we’re going to need later. Can you send a squad of marines with some leejes to the clinic?”

			“Might be a minute until the major lets anyone else off-base. What have you found about our MIAs?” 

			“Have a possible location for them. Supposed to be the base of operations of the insurgency as well.”

			“Listen, Garo, your team can’t handle that alone.”

			“No, sir. I agree with you. But we need to move quickly. The Gestori will wipe out this intel if we leave, I know it.”

			Kato sighed. “I’ll make something happen. I think I can get Lieutenant Fox and men from 2nd Platoon to your position to ‘pick up some MIAs’ without causing too much turmoil.”

			“Copy that,” Lankin said, a grin plastered to his face. “We’ll double-time it back to Wolf once they help us clear this room out.”

			“Copy.”

			“And sir, if you can get the assault bird on standby, I think we’ll have some flying to do.”
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			“I said hold him,” marine corpsman Beem said, pushing a fellow captured marine back down as he writhed in agony on the cold cave floor. The third captured marine and Mazine adjusted their positions on either side of the wounded man Beem worked over, struggling to hold him.

			Pain pulsed inside Talon’s skull as he shifted position to get a better look at the marine’s wounds. He’d taken a projectile round in the shoulder during the battle for Camp Wolf and a second round just above the left leg during the convoy ambush. Beem pulled away more blood-soaked clothing, wiping the glistening red liquid as it flowed from the marine’s pelvis.

			“I don’t see an exit wound,” Beem said. “Bullet’s still in there somewhere.”

			The young marine groaned, arching his back in obvious agony. 

			Talon turned to the Gestori guarding them. “You’re just going to let him bleed out? He needs medical attention.” 

			The guard sat on the edge of a wooden table ten meters away, one foot propped up on a chair, his old slug thrower draped across his chest. “So he dies. What do I care? He shouldn’t’ve been here in the first place.”

			“He won’t be much good to your bosses if he dies,” Talon growled, fighting to keep himself upright. “Might even blame you.”

			Talon eyed the stack of legionnaire armor on the table just behind the alien. They’d stripped it off him and Mazine as soon as they’d loaded them into the trucks back in Gangeers, leaving them only their black synthprene bodysuits to wear. The thought of making a grab for his stolen armor crossed his mind, but he immediately rejected the idea. Even if he managed to get there before the guard could shoot, the armor would likely only prolong his eventual death. The cave was a dark maze, and Talon had counted at least thirty armed insurgents while he was led to the holding area.

			The guard seemed to consider Talon’s words, then fished a small field kit out of a pocket and tossed it over. Talon caught it, pulled it open, and found several skinpacks.

			He held the kit out to Beem. “Here.”

			“That’s a start,” the corpsman replied, “but it’s going to take a lot more than this.”

			Talon continued his assessment of their situation as the corpsman worked over his wounded brother. They were about fifty meters from the mouth. The cave opened behind a waterfall that spanned almost the entire thirty-meter mouth. Daylight filtered in through the curtain of water, giving some light but not enough that Talon could make out any of the terrain beyond.

			The cave was damp and the constant roar of the waterfall echoed through the expansive space. Several generators thrummed, powering the light strips hanging from the rock ceiling in what Talon thought of as the main cave. A few lighting strips led off around curving natural tubes.

			In the main space, tables made from repurposed doors set on old shipping crates lined every wall, stacked with weapons, food, and other equipment. Several Gestori and Talusar were shouting at each other near what looked like the command station, partitioned off with wooden walls, almost like an office hab separator. One of the Gestori kicked over a table, sending its contents flying. Another Gestori shoved him for the offense, shouting in their native language. A third stepped between them, pushing them apart.

			“They aren’t happy about something,” Mazine said. 

			“Nope,” agreed Talon. “Something’s happened.”

			“You thinking escape and evade?” Mazine asked.

			Talon shook his head. “Wouldn’t make it very far without leaving the wounded. And besides, we don’t have any idea where we are. How long were we in those trucks—ten, fifteen minutes?”

			“At least.”

			“We could be anywhere. They know the terrain—we’d never have a chance.”

			“That marine isn’t going to last very long,” Mazine said so only Talon could hear.

			“I know.” 

			Talon pressed the heel of his hand into his temple, trying to alleviate the pounding. He squeezed his eyes shut and mentally willed the pain to go away. It didn’t. He opened them and grimaced as another wave of pain turned his stomach. 

			“You okay, Sarge?”

			“Fine. It’s just a headache.”

			Next to them, Beem sat back, wiping bloodstained hands on his drab olive uniform pants, shaking his head. “That’s about all I can do for him.”

			Talon didn’t bother to ask if the marine was going to make it or not. The kid’s sweat-drenched, pale face told the legionnaire everything he needed to know. Beem had done a fine job bandaging him up, but he’d already lost too much blood. Nothing short of being transported to the Venedetta’s trauma center would save the man now, and the Gestori were unlikely to help them make the trip.

			“Heads up,” Mazine said.

			Talon looked up and the leej nodded at three Gestori thugs walking toward them. The lizards had pulled their masks down, wearing them as loose scarves around their necks. Their green scales glistened in the damp air, almost like they were sweating. The lead Gestori, dressed in black and armed with two rusty slug-thrower pistols holstered to each thigh, pointed at Mazine and said something Talon didn’t understand. 

			The second alien had a red cloth wrapped around his head and wasn’t wearing a shirt. His olive-colored scales faded to pearl, the edges of each individual scale trimmed in black. A matching patch of pearly scales covered one side of his face.

			The third was dressed in the same black uniform as the first and had Talon’s tactical belt draped around one shoulder. Somehow, he’d managed to strap on one of the legionnaire’s shoulder plates and had several random pieces of equipment hanging from clips on his vest.

			Mazine pushed himself up to his knees as the two Gestori approached while their leader looked on, hands on hips. “What the hell do you want? Don’t… get off!”

			“Hey!” Talon yelled as they jerked the legionnaire to his feet.

			“Back!” the first Gestori shouted, pointing at Talon.

			Mazine struggled against his two captors, trying to pull free. He managed to get one hand loose and spin back away from one alien, but the other held tight, keeping the leej from getting very far. The Gestori shouted and rammed a fist into his side. Mazine groaned in pain and tried pulling farther away.

			“What are you doing with him?” Talon demanded, pushing himself to his feet, forcing the throbbing pain behind his eyes away. “If you’re looking for intel, you’re not going to get any. He doesn’t know anything. Take me!”

			The shirtless Gestori, Eye Patch, punched Mazine again. The legionnaire doubled over, almost knocking Shoulder Plate off his feet. Shoulder Plate yanked on Mazine’s arm so hard Talon was sure he’d pull it right out of the socket. Eye Patch managed to get hands on him again and wrenched the legionnaire’s arm around behind him, giving Mazine no option but to go with them, or have his limbs pulled from their sockets.

			The leader shoved Talon back. He tripped over the dying marine and fell, landing hard on his back. Pain shot through him like lightning, almost masking the throbbing in his skull. 

			“Hey, easy!” Beem shouted, helping Talon off the ground and then checking his patient.

			The Gestori hauled Mazine off without another word, half-dragging, half-carrying him deeper into the cave. They disappeared behind the command post walls, and the shouting resumed.

			“You all right, Sergeant Talon?” Beem asked, satisfied that no further harm was done to the marine Talon had tripped over.

			“Fine,” Talon said, getting to his feet.

			“Get down.” The guard motioned with his rifle.

			“Go screw yourself,” Talon told him. “I want to know what they’re doing with my leej!”

			From the darkness of the cave came a loud crack.

			Talon flinched at the gunshot, then rage took him. “You bastards!” 

			He charged the guard, reaching for the rifle. The sudden movement caused the pain behind his eyes to flare, turning his stomach and blurring his vision. The Gestori easily sidestepped and brought the butt around, smacking it into the back of Talon’s skull, knocking him down and amplifying the pain in his skull. Talon bounced against the wet rock, the air knocked from his lungs.

			Angry shouts accompanied the slapping of feet against the floor. Soon several pairs of hands lifted him up. Talon struggled against his captors but couldn’t break free. Talon was convinced he was next, that they would drag him off and shoot him. But they simply tossed him down again, returning him to the prisoners.

			Beem helped him sit. “Let me look you over, Sergeant. Another blow to the head is not good given your—”

			“Do not worry, Legionnaire,” the Gestori leader said. “You will get your chance to die for your people. But not until I say.”

			Talon pulled away from Beem, the rage burning inside him, screaming at him to attack. But the blinding pain in his head made his vision spotty; the room spun and his nausea churned. 

			A hand grabbed his shoulder, holding him steady almost as much as pulling him back. “Sarge, don’t. Now’s not the time.”

			Talon glared at the Gestori, letting his hatred flow free. “I will kill you. Count on it.”

			He found that he was crying and didn’t know why. The concussion. It had to be.

			The alien grunted, then went back to the command post with a laugh, leaving the prisoners to themselves. His two lieutenants arrived a minute later, dragging Mazine’s body. They dropped it unceremoniously into a corner where they all could see it.

			“Oba-damned bastards.” Rage flared again at the sight of the leej’s body. Talon suddenly vomited.

			The corpsman got clear of the mess. “Sergeant Talon…”

			“We need to start working on escape plans,” Talon said, ignoring the marine. “I’m sure the company will be…”

			“Sergeant!”

			The marine’s harsh tone broke his train of thought and Talon turned. “What?”

			Beem nodded, indicating the wounded marine on the floor between them. The kid’s eyes were open, but it was obvious there was no life in them. 

			“Ah, dammit,” Talon said, beginning to cry again. He felt as though he had no control of himself. “We’re going to kill all of them.”

			Beem ran his fingers across the dead marine’s face, closing his eyes. “This was his first assignment. Hasn’t been out of boot three weeks.”

			“He was a good marine,” Talon said, wiping away his tears, in control once more. “He’ll be remembered. We won’t let his sacrifice go unanswered, trust me.”

			Several minutes later, more insurgents arrived at the cave, calling others to them and shouting commands. Soon they were packing up equipment, consolidating supplies and tearing down anything not attached to the walls.

			“They’re leaving,” Cantarus said. “Are they leaving? Does that mean it’s over, Sarge?”

			Talon was fighting the urge to just lay down and sleep. His head was killing him. “I doubt it.”

			Someone shouted at the mouth of the cave, then someone else. A Gestori appeared, pointing behind him through the waterfall, and shouted again. Immediately, the insurgents stopped what they were doing, grabbed their weapons, and began to form up.

			“What’s happening?” Cantarus asked.

			Talon straightened, ignoring the pain. “The…” He tried to remember the name of who he was talking about. It started with an ‘L’ but everything was swimming. Nothing was as it should be in his mind. “… the good guys are here.”

			



		

I only hope I made you proud.
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			“Thirty seconds!” the pilot advised over the L-comm.

			“Remember,” Lankin told the legionnaires packed into the shuttle’s bay, “there are friendlies down there. Watch your backgrounds and take good shots.”

			“Where do you want us to collect the Gestori prisoners?” Private Cross asked.

			“There aren’t going to be any prisoners,” Lankin said.

			The remaining members of Alpha and Bravo squad nodded understanding. If the men with them from 2nd platoon had a problem with what Lankin’s orders, they didn’t show it.

			The shuttle flew through a cloud of mist. The lake the waterfall emptied into appeared below them, surrounded by grass banks and trees. The water masked the cavern from satellite imagery, but as the shuttle banked, their target was obvious.

			Several Gestori were in the process of loading crates into a line of trucks along the northern bank. Wide camouflaged netting had been erected over the convoy, concealing it from above. A group near the back of the formation looked up, pointing and shouting as the shuttle descended. Water sprayed up around the ramp as the shuttle leveled off, hovering over the water.

			The door guns blazed, ripping the trucks and any Gestori near them to pieces.

			“Go! Go! Go!” Lankin shouted.

			The sergeant followed his team out, dropping into the shallow water. He forced down the pain in his arm, brought his pistol up with his good hand, and fired at a Gestori coming from behind one of the trucks untouched by the assault shuttle’s barrage, his rifle already leveled. 

			“Contact front!” Lankin shouted.

			Behind Lankin, the shuttle’s engines whined as it lifted back into the air. The guns continued spraying the area with blaster fire. The crew gunner worked the weapon back and forth across the line of trucks. 

			The legionnaires spread out along the bank and in the shallows, dropping targets as they appeared. A grenade landed in the water a foot away from Singh and exploded a moment later. The explosion hurled the legionnaire into the air with a plume of water.

			Lankin, Cross, and Burga reached the first smoking truck, immediately putting their backs to the engine block for cover. Lankin counted fifteen hostile targets emerging from the cave on the near side of the falls and another three on the far side.

			“Cover me!” Sevanar shouted, diving to help Singh. Kessler and Saretti advanced to cover as the leej recovered their fallen comrade. Sevanar threw Singh over his shoulder and all three ran for the protection of the trucks.

			“Push! Keep pushing!” Lankin called out.

			The Gestori fell back as the legionnaires pressed on, violently seeking to keep the advantage they’d won. Sevanar caught a bullet in the back, knocking him forward, off his feet. He dropped Singh and landed hard on his chest. The ground around them erupted with gunfire. 

			“Contact right!” Lankin shouted.

			Pax fired his N-18, taking down the target across the water. The other two Gestori scrambled to find cover. The N-18 barked again. And again. 

			“Clear!” Pax announced.

			“Keep pushing!” Kessler dropped an empty charge pack from his N-4 and slapped in another. “They’re going to pin us down if we stay here!” 

			Rowan and Saretti moved between two of the trucks, flanking a group of Gestori coming down a path from the cave entrance. 

			Lankin sent a burst of suppressive fire at the Gestori. “Kessler, regroup with Rowan and Saretti—keep those lizards honest!”

			“Roger that!”

			“Come on,” Lankin said, moving to the cab of an undamaged but abandoned truck in the caravan. 

			Burga, Lancil, and Cross followed. 

			Lankin climbed in, found the ignition and the truck roared to life. “Get in!”

			Lancil climbed into the passenger seat, Burga and Cross jumped in the back. “You sure you don’t want me to drive?” asked Burga. “You only got one good arm, Sarge.”

			Lankin put the truck in gear and jammed the accelerator. “I’ve got this.”

			The tires spun on the damp grass. Lankin jerked the wheel hard with one hand, spinning the truck around. The rear end slewed into a pile of crates. He straightened out and headed up the path. 

			Beside him, Lancil fired his N-4 through the windshield, hitting several Gestori coming out from behind cover to fight back. Blaster fire from Burga and Cross in the back stitched through another group. A bullet smashed through the windshield in front of Lankin, slamming into the padded headrest just behind his right ear.

			He flinched, but kept his boot pressed against the pedal. Another Gestori tried to run across the road in front of them. Lankin gripped the wheel tighter and angled the truck so he wouldn’t miss. “Bump,” he said and launched the alien into a boneless tumble then swerved to run over him.

			The truck bounced, knocking Lancil and Lankin around. Something crashed in the bed and Lankin risked a look over his shoulder. “You all right back there?”

			“You drive worse than my grandma, Sarge!” Burga said, pushing himself up off the bed.

			“Hold on!” 

			The waterfall hit hard, caving the shot-up windshield in, pouring into the cab. Lankin’s HUD automatically adjusted for the low-light conditions in the cave, switching to infrared. A group of insurgents scattered, diving for cover as the truck careened through the waterfall. 

			The wheel shook in Lankin’s hand as he angled for another roadkill. “Beep, beep, mother—”

			“Look out!” Lancil pointed.

			“Oh, crap!” Lankin jerked the wheel to the left, trying to steer the truck away from a large stack of crates in the center of the path. He slammed his foot down on the brake, but it wasn’t enough. The truck crashed through the pile, sending dozens of large metal crates flying.

			Lankin bounced forward, slamming into the steering wheel, knocking the wind from his lungs. Pain flared in his chest and he knew he’d broken some ribs. Lancil shot through the open windshield. Burga and Cross slammed into the back of the cab, denting the sheet metal before spilling over the side.

			Lankin shouldered his way through the door and dropped to the damp stone floor, his breath ragged and wheezing. He tasted the metallic tang of blood in his mouth. Shouting and gunfire echoed around him. Sparks erupted off the side of the truck. Burga and Cross struggled to pick themselves up and join the sergeant.

			The Gestori he’d tried to mow down came out from behind the truck, coordinating their advance in native shouts. Lankin raised his pistol and fired twice, hitting two Gestori, dropping them in their tracks. 

			“Where’s Lancil?” Cross shouted, dropping another one.

			Lankin jerked his head toward the front of the truck and coughed. “Went out the windshield.” 

			“I’m good,” Lancil said over the L-comm, though he sounded anything but. “I see Talon and the marines. Thirty meters in on the left.”

			“Let’s go,” Burga said, weaving through stacks of crates. 

			The legionnaire hugged the left wall. Blaster fire flashed and bolts zipped past, erupting in showers of sparks against the rock as those defending the cave closed in on the intruders. Without stopping, Burga shot two Gestori at almost point-blank range. 

			Lancil joined them as they wove through several more stacks. They kept low, blaster and other small arms fire ricocheting around them. A round caught Cross in the arm, but Lancil managed to grab him before he fell. 

			“Keep moving!” Lankin shouted, firing. He turned and used one of the crates as a brace to steady his hand. He dropped two more before the pistol’s charge pack beeped empty.

			“Reloading,” Lankin shouted, ducking behind the crate. 

			Cross dropped to a knee behind the sergeant, sending a barrage of bolts over the top of the crate.

			“Grenade!” Burga shouted.

			The explosion rocked the ground and the blast knocked Burga off his feet, sending him crashing into the cave wall. 

			* * *

			Talon pushed himself off his chest, looking where the grenade had gone off. The explosion had thrown a leej into the cave wall and two more had appeared to help him. A fourth, armed only with a pistol, covered them.

			In the darkness, and without his bucket’s vision aids, he couldn’t tell who they were. But it didn’t matter. He got to his knees, forcing himself to ignore the pounding in his skull and the queasiness in his stomach. It was getting worse and he was having trouble seeing straight. 

			A bunch of Gestori ran past, taking cover behind a row of supply crates. Two began setting up a crew-served repeating blaster, unfolding its stand and pulling a connecting cable from a charge case. A third insurgent took a knee and fired his slug thrower at the leejes by the wall. 

			The pistol-wielding leej took a round. He dropped to a knee, brought his pistol around, and returned fire. Sparks erupted from the crates and stacked equipment as blaster bolts raked past. The Gestori ducked away from the blaster fire, then sprang back up and shot again, hitting the leej in the leg.

			If they get that machine gun set up, those guys won’t have a chance, Talon thought, forcing himself to his feet despite the wave of nausea washing over him. 

			The Gestori, Shoulder Plate, slapped the charge connector into the weapon’s receiver as Eye Patch locked the weapon into its mount, shouting at his partner to hurry. Shoulder Plate closed the cover, and they began lifting the weapon onto one of the crates.

			Talon lunged, almost falling as he stumbled across the damp stone floor, roaring as he threw himself into the insurgents, knocking the machine gun off the crate. Stars danced in his vision as he tackled Shoulder Plate to the ground. He could barely see, but he pressed the attack regardless, slamming his fists into the back of the alien’s head. 

			Eye Patch rolled away, got to a knee and lunged forward, knocking Talon off Shoulder Plate. Talon grunted as his back slapped against the stone floor. Eye Patch came on, pulling a knife from a scabbard on his belt. Talon swung a foot up, hitting the Gestori’s hand and knocking the blade free.

			Beem appeared at the corner of Talon’s vision and charged into Eye Patch. The two toppled over the supply crates.

			Shoulder Plate roared, coming back for more. Talon’s eyes found the knife Eye Patch had dropped. The leej rolled away from a foot stomp that would’ve crushed his skull and wrapped his fingers around the hilt. 

			Shoulder Plate was reaching for him. Talon reversed his roll and brought the knife down hard. The blade bit into the alien’s forearm, slicing through to the other side, spraying blood. The Gestori screamed and recoiled, jerking Talon off the ground. He held tight, letting his momentum carry him on top of the lizard. The Gestori slipped on his own blood and he crashed to the ground.

			Talon pulled the blade free and crawled on top of the alien. Cantarus appeared at the Gestori’s head, punching. The lizard rolled on his chest, almost throwing Talon off, but the leej plunged the knife into the alien’s back.

			Shoulder Plate roared and struggled to push himself off the cave floor. “For Gestor!”

			* * *

			Lankin clutched his knee and limped. The impact of the projectile against his armor left what must be a bruise all the way through to the bone. 

			“Almost empty,” Cross announced as he swapped out charge packs in his N-4. 

			“Here,” Lankin said, gritting his teeth and pulling his last charge pack from a pouch. “Do you still see Talon?” 

			“Yeah, he’s got his hands full with a—”

			An explosion ripped through the cave. The blast wave knocked Lancil to the ground. A cloud of dust rolled over them as bits of rock clinked off his armor.

			“What the hell was that?” Lankin shouted, a new laceration trickling blood down his exposed cheek. 

			Lancil coughed, picking himself up. “Too big for a fragger.”

			Cross fired a burst from his N-4. “Some kind of bomb?”

			“Sergeant Lankin,” Kessler said over L-comm. “You guys all right in there?”

			“Fine.” Lankin grimaced, using a supply crate to pull himself up. To his left, a Gestori was picking himself up next to a marine who lay facedown. Bracing himself on the crate with one hand, Lankin fired three rounds, dropping the alien on the spot. 

			Blaster fire echoed from somewhere.

			“HUD shows one hostile left near the back of the cavern,” Lancil called.

			“Cross!” Lankin shouted, pointing.

			“On it, Sarge.”

			The legionnaire took off at a jog and a minute later Lankin heard Cross’s N-4.

			“Clear!” Cross announced over the L-comm.

			Lankin straightened and took a long breath. “Where’s Talon?” 

			Smoke curled up from the large crater in the center of the cavern, accompanied by dozens of small fires where what must have been a bomb had gone off. Lankin coughed from the smoke and bits of debris still hanging in the air. 

			Fragments of equipment, weapons, supply crates, and wooden furniture were strewn across the cave along with the remains of several bodies. He could see a Gestori foot in a pool of blood, an arm draped over a destroyed machine blaster and a torso wearing a legionnaire tactical belt on the edge of the crater.

			Lankin’s breath caught in his throat when his eyes fell on a human corpse in the crater, almost completely obliterated by the explosion. The face was burned and disfigured. A piece of shrapnel protruded from his cheek, just under his right eye. The blast had ripped apart his chest, leaving a hole big enough to fit a legionnaire helmet through. 

			He collapsed, his stomach turning as a knot of agony, both physical and mental, overcame him. He doubled over, retching. 

			Cross appeared beside him, putting a hand on Lankin’s shoulder. 

			 “Kelhorned lizard blew himself up just to kill one of us?”

			Lankin licked flecks of spittle from his lips and pushed himself to his feet. He stared at Talon’s body, mind reeling. Rage swelled inside him even as a crushing anguish filled him. “I’m sorry.”

			The rest of his team filed in around them, at the edge of the crater. 

			“Outside perimeter secure, Sarge,” Kessler said. “Command’s asking for an update, sir.”

			Lankin nodded, taking a long, deep breath. He saw the machine blaster lying on its side and replayed what had happened in his mind. He saved us.

			He opened his mouth to say something but closed it again when nothing came. There wasn’t anything to say. His friend had paid the ultimate price. Sacrificed himself to save all of them. How do you thank someone for that?

			After several quiet moments, Lankin said, “Advise Command. Mission accomplished.”

			



		

Let Garo know his friendship meant the galaxy to me.
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			“Do you need anything else?” the nurse asked, picking Lankin’s dinner tray off the table next to his bed.

			“No, thanks. I appreciate it.”

			“I’ll be here ’til morning. Just give me a ring if you need something, okay?”

			Lankin nodded. “Thanks.”

			The nurse pulled the glass partition shut behind her, leaving him alone in his room. He laid his head back on the pillow, then turned to admire the setting sun outside. 

			It’d been three days since Republic Task Force 37 had relieved Vendetta on Gestor, allowing the cruiser to return with her battered legionnaires for treatment and resupply. Seven companies of Republic army soldiers had landed in force and quickly secured the city, declaring martial law and imposing strict limitations on travel through Gangeers and the mining complex. 

			A brief investigation led to the arrest of sixty-three more Gestori insurgent fighters and sympathizers, thanks in large part to the intel cache found beneath the clinic. All of those captured were already en route to a Court of Reason for trial and possibly execution. The House of Reason was speaking harshly about the need for a swift and unambiguous response to the situation to show other allied worlds that treason within the Republic would not be tolerated.

			That didn’t bode well for leniency, no matter what Lankin might have promised Pendisa.

			He’d watched the marines escort the doctor and the rest of the town’s leadership across Vendetta’s flight deck to the holding pens set up to house the insurgents for the trip back. He still couldn’t figure out why she’d done so much to help him, while at the same time planning the operation that would kill so many of his friends. 

			One of those moral compromises people make just to get through life.

			The glass partition slid open, bringing Lankin out of his thoughts.

			“You look like sket,” Captain Kato said, smiling. Instead of his legionnaire armor, the man wore a well-worn, black leather jacket, tan cargo pants, and shirt. 

			Lankin laughed, nodding. “What is this? Bring your civilian to work day?”

			“Mandatory leave,” Kato explained. “Major Wyeire ordered the company to take a few days to recuperate before starting the rest of the debrief. You ask me, he just wants most of us away when he files the after-action report. Good news is that he and Duval are willing to let things against you drop, provided that no one makes a scene about what went down. How you holding up?”

			“I’m okay,” Lankin lied. “Room service here beats anything else the Republic has to offer.”

			“Yeah, well, don’t get used to it. Soon enough they’ll remember you’re just a lowly leej and send you back to general like everyone else.”

			“Until then, I’m taking all the advantage I can.”

			“You mind?” Kato asked, nodding to the foot of the bed.

			“Go for it.”

			The captain pulled the sheet back, cocking his head to admire the work. 

			“Before too long I’ll be more machine than man,” Lankin said, wiggling his mechanical toes. The movement was slightly jerky, something the doctors assured him would improve over time.

			Kato shook his head. “Half-man, half-bot, huh?”

			“Pretty much. Doc said I was lucky the bullet missed the armor seam. Packed enough of a punch to destroy the tendons and bones but left everything else. They were actually trying to convince me to take a medical yesterday, can you believe that?”

			“That’s surprising.” 

			“You’re telling me. I told them where they could put their medical. I’ve got another week in here, then some physical therapy, then I’ll be back on line.”

			Captain Kato smiled, but Lankin knew the truth. He was done being a legionnaire. 

			“Take your time,” Kato said, gently clapping his hands. 

			“Heard anything about why the Gestori were stealing from themselves?”

			“Best guess is they were trying to disrupt the operation enough that the House of Reason would deem it too dangerous and unprofitable and give up on control of the ore.”

			“They don’t know the House very well, do they?”

			“Better than you might think. A few delegates had already delivered speeches on the faults of the Legion—and its ‘oversized budget’—before things were finally brought to heel.”

			Lankin turned his head on the pillow, looking at a holopainting from an artist he recognized but whose name he couldn’t recall. “Nice.”

			“Not all bad. We managed to pull some interesting intel out of that safe house you found under the doctor’s office, though. They’d been working with a group of Mid-Core Rebels to smuggle the ore off-world in exchange for arms and supplies. All the estimates we’ve seen so far indicate they managed to smuggle off upwards of several billion credits worth before we arrived.”

			“That’s a lot of money.”

			Kato nodded. “Hell, you could practically buy your own destroyer for that.”

			“Were they able to track down that Scarpia place?”

			“Apparently, Scarpia is a person, not a place. I tried to look him up, but his file is restricted, ultra-high classification. Not even my buddy in Dark Ops could tell me anything about it.”

			“Go figure.”

			Kato tapped a finger on Lankin’s mechanical foot. “You know, they’re recommending you for the Order of the Centurion. Talon too. The Legion, I mean. House of Reason doesn’t want any part of this show. Too many questions.”

			A lump formed at the back of Lankin’s throat. “I heard. Think we’ll get the full treatment on Utopion?”

			“Probably not.”

			Lankin nodded. “Good. If we could’ve gone in full strength, I wouldn’t have these, and Chase and a lot of other good men would still be here. It should’ve been me back in that cave. I should’ve saved him. Instead, I got him killed.”

			“Those kelhorned lizards killed Chase. Not you or anyone else. They did. Don’t ever think otherwise. He fought bravely and his leadership saved lives right up to his last seconds, as did yours. It might be just a medal, but it does mean something to the people who really matter. True legionnaires know what it means to earn it, what it means to wear it. Sergeant Talon was a hero and no one can take that away from him.”

			Lankin turned his face and stared out the window. “He deserved better.”

			“They all did. Here.” 

			Kato tossed a small blue case onto Lankin’s chest. Lankin opened it and chuckled. “That was quick.” 

			“Ha. Not what you think. Open it.”

			Lankin flipped open the lid. A small silver pin of a round targeting reticle centered on a horizontal N-18 rifle glinted from its velvet pad. 

			“General Davis instructed me to inform you that you are now an accredited sniper. The official paperwork will be completed in a few weeks, but the general wanted you to have that ASAP. He sends his compliments.” 

			“I almost forgot about that,” Lankin said, pulling the pin signifying a sniper’s first kill from the box and turning it over in his fingers. “Doesn’t seem like such a big thing after everything else that happened.”

			“It was a bad situation all around. But everyone stepped up to the challenge and did their duty.”

			Lankin clenched a fist around the pin. “Some more than others.”

			Kato nodded. “Services are in four days. I tried to push them back, to give your injuries more time to heal, but…”

			“I’ll be there.”

			“You need to heal, Sergeant. I have a feeling things aren’t going to be slowing down anytime soon and I’m going to need my team leader back. Word is, they’re already sending us replacements, most fresh from boot.”

			“Captain, unless you give me a direct order not to attend the funeral, I’m going. If I have to crawl on my hands and knees, I’m going.”

			Kato smiled, then nodded. “I knew you would say that.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			“I’m going to insist, however, that you take leave after. Command’s already approved it.”

			“And then I’ll join back up with Stryker?”

			The captain’s smile faded. “Garo…”

			Lankin gave a resigned sigh. “I know. Just… hoping, ya know?”

			Captain Kato nodded. “It’s a shame but there’s truly nothing I can do about it. This isn’t a House of Reason or point issue, this has been Legion practice since the Savage Wars.”

			“I know.” Lankin looked away. “What’s next for everybody else?”

			“Rumor is the House of Reason is stepping up the Legion’s foreign affairs operations, which I would call a fancy way of saying social engineering backwater worlds at galaxy’s edge to make sure they’re falling in line with the official party line.”

			“Since when did we become politicians?” 

			Kato laughed. “We’ve always been in politics, Sergeant. Only now we’re doing it with sleight of hand and crooked smiles instead of blaster rifles and tanks. Unless I miss my guess, the Legion is getting ready to go through some major changes over the next few years, and most of them we’re not going to like.”

			Lankin laughed. “Maybe the cybernetic decommission isn’t so bad.”

			“Nice try, but I don’t believe that for a minute, Garo. But to that end, once the bureaucrats and brass start forgetting who and what we are, the only thing we’re going to have is ourselves. So what I’m saying is, don’t let your aim get rusty, wherever you wind up.”

			“Roger that, sir. I’ll be ready.”

			



		

I love both of you and will miss you dearly.
Your Son,
Chase

			29

			Lankin didn’t know what was bothering him more, the throbbing in his leg, or the incessant rambling of Lieutenant Colonel Wyeire. The fact that Stryker Company’s commander had received a promotion only days after returning from Gestor didn’t help either. It seemed the House of Reason and Senate couldn’t move points up the command chain fast enough.

			“…and had it not been for all the courageous and selfless acts of heroism exhibited by these legionnaires, the Gestori mission would not have been won. Victory came at a high price, and these men will never be forgotten. They showed true loyalty to their fellow legionnaires and true dedication and commitment to the Republic.”

			The hundreds of officers, politicians, and family members arrayed in front of the stage clapped when Wyeire finished. Lankin had to resist the urge to shake his head at the audacity of these people. Didn’t they realize they were cheering the deaths of his friends, his brothers, his family? Looking out over their faces, Lankin felt an overwhelming disgust for those assembled. 

			After the clapping died down, the lieutenant colonel continued, “The heroic actions taken by every single member of Stryker Company stand as a testament to the Legion’s continued strength and resolve. As a unit they performed to the highest standards of excellence and all contributed to the success of the mission. 

			“In keeping with the best traditions of the Legion, the names of the fallen have been recorded at the Legionnaire Memorial on Utopion and have been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for their extraordinary heroism in the face of the enemy.

			“Staff Sergeant Chase Talon, who sacrificed himself to save the lives of his brothers, will be receiving the Legion’s highest commendation, the Order of the Centurion, and will be honored at the Hall of Honor at the Legionnaire Training Grounds.”

			The lieutenant colonel had to pause again to let the clapping die down.

			“And now we come to our final presentation. Sergeant Garo Lankin, step forward, please.”

			Lankin stood, gritting his teeth at the soreness in his leg. The doctors assured him the discomfort was simply phantom pain, but it sure as hell felt real to him. He stepped up to the marked spot on the stage next to the podium and came to attention.

			Captain Kato appeared at Lankin’s side as the lieutenant colonel said, “Attention to orders.”

			The assembled military members, Legion or otherwise, stood in unison, their movements echoing across the expansive chamber.

			“For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity, at the risk of his life, above and beyond the call of duty while serving with Stryker Company, Alpha Team, 71st Legion, on Gestori Prime. Sergeant Lankin, while on an overwatch position, protected members of his unit by killing an armed insurgent attempting to smuggle high-powered weapons into the Area of Operation. Despite being injured, Sergeant Lankin took the initiative and charged into the fight as Sergeant Talon’s team came under attack while on escort. He received several minor injuries during the beginning stages of the battle, and after a marine was killed, Sergeant Lankin took his position in the turret and pressed the attack, breaking through enemy lines to rescue several Republic marines and Gestori civilians. 

			“Moreover, he put himself in harm’s way to rescue fellow members of his unit who had been pinned down and were taking heavy fire from the enemy. When the medical convoy he was with came under fire from Gestori insurgent forces, Sergeant Lankin was wounded, taking a bullet to his left arm, and despite that injury, he pressed the attack and fought off the insurgents, capturing one high value target. These actions were critical in locating the enemy stronghold where they’d taken several hostages during that same raid, including Sergeant Talon. Once again, Sergeant Lankin disregarded his own injuries and led an attack on that stronghold, dispatching many enemy combatants and destroying their ability to continue operations. 

			“Sergeant Lankin’s daring initiative and bold fighting spirit through the battle significantly disrupted the enemy and inspired the members of his unit to fight on. His unwavering courage and steadfast devotion to his legionnaire and marine comrades in the face of almost certain death reflected great credit upon himself and upheld the highest traditions of the Legion and the Republic. Captain Kato.”

			Lankin turned to face the captain and saluted. Kato returned the salute.

			Speaking to Lankin, though his voice was amplified for the benefit of those gathered, Kato said, “The Order of the Centurion is the highest award that can be bestowed upon an individual serving in, or with, the Legion. When such an individual displays exceptional valor in action against an enemy force, and uncommon loyalty and devotion to the Legion and its legionnaires, refusing to abandon post, mission, or brothers, even unto death, the Legion duly recognizes such courage with this award.”

			The captain placed the medallion over Lankin’s head and saluted again. 

			 “Well done, Sergeant.” 

			“Thank you, sir.”

			The audience clapped and cheered as Lankin returned the captain’s salute. As the commotion died down, Wyeire brought the ceremony to a close and dismissed them.

			Kato smiled at Lankin, extending his hand. “Now it’s time for that leave, eh?”

			“No,” Lankin said. “There’s one more thing I need to do.” 

			He found who he was looking for at the end of the front row. He took off his peaked hat and tucked it under one arm. “Mister and Mrs. Talon?”

			The older couple turned, their eyes red and faces streaked with tears. Talon’s father nodded and extended a hand. “Sergeant Lankin. Congratulations on your award. Chase always had good things to say about you in his letters. Thank you for your service, son.”

			“Of course, sir. I’m very sorry for your loss. Chase was a great friend and an even better soldier. He won’t be forgotten.”

			Talon’s mother sniffed, wiping away fresh tears. “Were you with him… at the end?”

			Lankin hesitated. “Yes. I was.”

			“Did… did it…”

			He swallowed. “He died bravely, ma’am. It was fast. There was no pain.”

			She broke into sobs and pressed her face into her husband’s chest. He kissed the top of her head and smiled at Lankin. “Thank you, son.”

			“I have something for you, sir.” Lankin produced the chip Talon had given him and held it out. “Chase wanted you to have this.”

			Talon’s father accepted the chip with quivering fingers. “What is it?” 

			“A letter, sir,” Lankin said. “His last.”

			



		

Dear Mom and Dad,

			 

			If you’re reading this, I’m not coming home. I’m sorry about that. I love you very much and I miss you already.

			I want you to know that it isn’t anyone’s fault. We all fought hard, I guess it was just my time to go. When Oba calls you home, you don’t get to ignore him. If you get nothing else from this letter, know this: I died for a reason. I died fighting alongside my brothers and I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. You may not want to believe that now, but I hope someday you will.

			The Legion is a calling and the day I signed up, I gave my life to that calling.

			I want you to know just how important both of you are to me. I could not ask for a more caring set of parents. Take heart in the knowledge that you raised a smart, caring, and courageous young man, and everything I am today, I am because of you two.

			Although it might seem like my life was cut short, I believe I have lived a life that most can only dream of. 

			Dad, my friend, my teacher, my idol. You taught me to be brave. You taught me to not ever take sket from anyone. I remember what you told me when I signed up: you’ll come home a hero, or you’ll come home in a box.

			Guess I figured the hero part was pretty much locked up. 

			I only hope that my actions in battle reflect the values you raised me to hold dear. I never gave up, not once. 

			Mom, I don’t even know where to start. You dedicated your entire life to us boys and never once complained about your dishes being broken, or mud in the house, or how messy we left our rooms. Your love made me feel like there were no other children in the world and that I was your entire life’s mission. Thank you for loving me so much. You raised me to stand up for myself. To protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. 

			There are some bad people in the galaxy, and sometimes they need to be taught a lesson. The Legion teaches that lesson well. 

			I might have finally met my match, but I don’t want you to be sad. I stood with my brothers against evil and fought for those who couldn’t. 

			I only hope that I made you proud.

			Let Garo know that his friendship meant the galaxy to me. 

			I love both of you and will miss you dearly. 

			 

			Your Son,

			Chase
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			Several Months Following the Capture of the Pride of Ankalor by Kill Team Victory

			A gale whipped above what remained of the factory’s roof, blowing fine sand in through broken windows and partially crumbled walls that settled in a fine powder over broken equipment. The building once housed the planet Strach IV’s preeminent seafood packing operation, but the only remnant of that business was a stench of decaying fish embedded in the floor. Ghosts of more prosperous times. 

			Soren tightened the seals on his helmet, preferring stuffy air to the rancid smell infesting the abandoned factory. He looked up at the gaping hole in the roof, so large that the building almost resembled a stadium. His helmet, aftermarket tech popular with mercs, whirred fresh air through a pair of level three toxin scrubbers. Despite the constant cycle of air through the filters, the fishy scent lingered. 

			Hefting his old slug thrower, he ran his thumb over the safety switch, double-checking that the rifle was set to fire with the pull of a trigger. Strach IV was not a place for the safety conscious. Soren glanced down at the wooden stock, splintered and carved with different names in various alphabets, kill tallies, oaths of revenge, and crude sigils of the many gangs vying for control of the city. He’d received the weapon not long after joining the Scions, complete with the dried blood of its last owner. The combatants in the city’s gang wars were expendable; weapons were reusable. Just how many times the battered rifle had been used for murder, left in the gutter, and picked up for another fight nagged at him. 

			Probably best not to know.

			“Anyone ever work here back when this place was running?” Soren asked the three men near him. 

			“You watch entrance,” Tarith, his Kimbrin boss, hissed. The alien’s yellow skin was flush, almost mustard in his cheeks, a sure sign of stress. 

			“Place’s been down since before I was born,” one of the others—a human—said, his lower face hidden by a snarling metal mask. “You’d think Hask worked here, but he just doesn’t shower.” 

			The last member of their quartet kicked out at the joker, missing easily. 

			“You all watch entrance!” Tarith banged a fist against the rusted remains of a canning machine, stripped of every movable part but still useful as cover against gunfire. 

			“Sorry, boss,” Hask, the one who’d tried kicking the other, said. 

			“Reds won’t try anything.” Soren sounded more bored than anything else. “This is neutral ground.”

			“Trust Reds makes you dead.” Tarith spat on the ground. “Dead.”

			Soren shrugged. A squeal of metal from across the factory floor sent Soren’s finger to his rifle’s trigger. He fought the urge to bring the muzzle up and aim. Raising his weapon on neutral ground was against what few rules the warring gangs kept about such things. And anyway, the guy in the group who took judicious aim was usually the first one targeted by the other side—not the best course of action for anyone who wanted to stay alive on Strach. 

			A door to a loading dock pushed open and four people with red sashes across their chests and tied to their lower left legs came in. The Reds. One of them pushed a repulsor cart loaded with four munitions chests baring the insignia of the Galactic Republic, silver tape wrapped around the centerline, covering the hinges. 

			The Reds were led by a Tinitian, a semi-gelatinous alien species. His head looked like a dollop of cream atop a barrel chest. One eye swam in translucent violet flesh. 

			Soren shook his head at the coming load. 

			“Sloppy,” he mumbled to his group. “Not even tied down.” 

			Tarith unsnapped the cover on his pistol holster. “This not fancy navy. They look good?”

			“Can’t tell from here, boss.” Soren tilted his head to one side to better see the Red pushing the cart. Even in full leathers with a helmet, that one’s shape suggested a human female. 

			“One looks like the skarg that killed my brother,” Hask said. 

			“You say that about every Red,” said Soren. 

			Hask tightened his grip on his rifle. “Because they all do.” 

			“You gutters have the credits?” the Tinitian asked, his words bubbling up from his body and translated through a cylindrical amp. 

			“Thrak? That you?” Tarith gave his pistol grip a tap. “All squishes like you look the same.”

			“Nice to see you, too,” answered the Tinitian. “Last time was when you scratched wunna my dealers.”

			Tarith shrugged as if he didn’t recall and would take the Red’s word for it. “Surprised blood clots trust you with anything. This the goods?” 

			“Yeah.” The alien’s eye floated from one side of its head to the other. “Good thing we’re here for business since Reds are always good boys when it comes to credits.” 

			The Scions chuckled in reply. Soren knew that everyone here—everyone—was expecting a double cross.

			Thrak stopped in the open and waved a tentacle at his bodyguards. The two halted next to the bullet-scarred remains of a table-sized hunk of equipment that looked like it used to have a conveyer belt running through it. The woman pushed the sled up to Thrak and cut the repulsors, causing it to thump to the ground. 

			Stepping back, she grabbed the chin of her helmet and jerked it twice to her left.

			Soren felt his heart beat faster. Sweat beaded on his forehead. 

			“The money,” the Tinitian said. 

			“Yeah, I just hand over. Like I trust.” Tarith ran the back of a hand down the spikes on his jaw. 

			The Red’s eye jiggled, probably a mocking look of surprise. Its tentacles ran over the silver tape, suckers gently sticking to it and popping up from the light suction. “Factory sealed. Just what it says on the tin. Brand-new Legion N-6 assault rifles. Blaster pistols, too. Stuff’s too good for you gutters, if you ask me. But we’ll sell it to you now. Get it back at the next block party.”

			“Filthy clot.” Hask moved toward the Red, but Soren stepped in front of him, blocking him until Tarith could flash a dirty look demanding the Scion calm down. 

			“I look, then we party, yeah?” Tarith pulled a knife and leveled it at the sled. 

			The doughy alien gang leader made an exaggerated bow, his tentacles flopping over his arms, as he stepped aside. 

			Tarith lowered the knife and crossed two fingers against the blade where only his men could see, signaling to stay alert. 

			Soren looked at the woman who’d delivered the repulsor cart, sniffed loudly, and readjusted his helmet. He flipped a tiny switch hidden in the padding, and a low hum sounded through his ears. 

			Tarith ran his knife through the silver tape and grabbed the handle. He looked over at Thrak. 

			“Factory sealed.” The alien’s one eye rolled over. “See?”

			Tarith cracked the case open, holding it in place a beat as if to see what might happen. Satisfied, he lifted it open the rest of the way. 

			A blinding flash of light burst from the case. Soren instinctively threw up his arm to protect his vision even as the lenses in his helmet darkened to save him from the brunt of the assault on his eyes. The flash left an afterglow across his vision like a burning line, but he could see. He dropped to one knee, pulling up his rifle as he went down to open fire. The battered weapon jerked in his hands as he let loose on full auto. 

			Shouts and more gunfire echoed through the factory floor. 

			Hask stumbled into Soren as blaster bolts ripped into his body. He knocked Soren against the canning machine. Soren grabbed the man’s body and pulled it in front of himself, feeling more blaster bolts thump into the man’s body. The sharp crack of a hand cannon sounded three times and Soren pushed Hask away, letting him fall dead to the floor. 

			Tarith was also dead, lying facedown with blood still pumping from a hole in the top of his head. The victim of that hand cannon. Looking around, Soren saw he was the last Scion alive. The fourth man—a new kid named Reeplo—lay with his head and shoulder’s propped against the canning machine, rifle across his legs and chin against his chest.

			At least two of the Reds were dead. One was missing—but the leader, Thrak, Soren could hear the suction of his tentacles slapping and popping against something. 

			Soren rolled to his feet and quickly found Thrak crawling away, one tentacle loose at his side. Beads of purple fluid ran out of a gash on his back and clumped together in the dusty floor. Soren jogged to the alien and put his boot on his jelly-covered hip. He pushed the Red over and pointed his rifle at its chest. 

			“Wasn’t… wasn’t me!” Thrak crackled out of a damaged speaker. “A setup. Yes. Not Scions. Not Reds. Maybe the Triaks want us to fight, then they take our turf. Be reasonable, yes yes?”

			Soren blinked away the last of the dazzle from the light blast. He brought up his rifle barrel.

			Thrak’s eye swam around wildly. “Tarith, he has the money for deal, yeah? Take it. Keep it! Be a Red!”

			When Soren didn’t reply, Thrak thrashed his good arm across his face, wiping away some of the purple ooze that passed for blood. “Zelle, what are you waiting for?” 

			The female Red walked up to Soren, smoke curling out of the barrel of her revolver. She took off her helmet, revealing pert features and razor wire tattoos across her cheeks and neck. 

			“Oba, I hate this planet.” Her nose crinkled as she got a good whiff of the air. 

			“Zelle? Kill him! You’re blooded to—”

			Zelle shot the alien in the face, splattering his loose flesh across the floor and sending his one eye bouncing away. 

			Soren looked at the woman, a slight frown on his face. “Tinitian’s nervous systems are in their sternums.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” Zelle said. “That was for my own satisfaction.” 

			She put three more rounds into the alien’s chest. Its flesh oozed out of the leathers like melting butter. “Better?”

			Soren looked back at the munition’s crates. The other two Reds lay in pools of blood on either side. He removed his helmet and tossed it aside, immediately regretting it as the stench permeated his every inhalation. He pressed his palm against a temple, feeling a migraine coming on. “Why the hell did you make that flasher so strong?” 

			“Because research,” scoffed Zelle. “That lump of dung’s eye could handle the first device I made. Had to double the lumens. Sorry, thought I told you.” 

			She pulled the pistol out of Tarith’s holster and looked it over before frowning and dropping it in disgust. 

			“You did not tell me.” Soren went to the open munitions crate and grabbed the handle, looking up at the woman before pulling it open. “Anything else you failed to mention?”

			“Getting past Republic Logistics’ seals is a lot harder than you let on,” she said, rolling her shoulders and reloading her hand cannon. “Thank you very much. But do take a look anyway. Only took us two months on this festering hemorrhoid of a planet to find those damn crates.”

			“That’s why you’re here.”

			Zelle gestured her hand across her face, showing off her tattoos. “You look like you. What a surprise.” 

			“The infiltration hoods are only good for a few hours at a time. Can’t wear them for months… and they hurt like a bitch.”

			Soren turned his head to one side and squeezed his eyes shut as he opened the crate. Neat rows of densely packed Legion assault rifles, complete with factory tags on the stocks, looked no worse for wear. A ball of emergency lights hung from a thin wire attached to the underside of the lid, burnt out and still smoking. 

			“Ah ha.” Zelle pulled a credit chip out of Tarith’s jacket and gave it a gentle pat. “Here we go.”

			“We don’t need the money.” Soren took a comm link off his belt and keyed in a code. 

			“Then you won’t mind if I keep it.” Zelle slipped the chip down her shirt. 

			“Regulations on recovered contraband are—”

			“Sir? Sir, is that really you?” came from the comm. “Is it finally time to leave? I don’t know if I’ll ever get Strach IV’s dirt out of my scrubbers.”

			“Immediate extraction, Heywood,” Soren said. “We’ve got another… eight minutes before the Scion’s repulsor sled arrives. We need to be gone by then.”

			“En route. I do hope you and Madam Zelle were successful.”

			“I’ll bring you up to speed later, just get the Iago here before we have to explain ourselves to anyone else.” Soren looked at the bodies strewn across the floor. 

			“You gutters—sorry, habit,” Zelle rolled her eyes, “you have the drop-off location for this? This firepower’s a bit much for a gang fight this far out on the galaxy’s edge.”

			Soren yanked Tarith’s jacket open and removed a metal box with a single slot. 

			“What’s that?”

			“This is the code box,” Soren said. “The smugglers hold to their normal procedures and—”

			“There’s a cipher disk in this one.” She rapped her knuckles against a weapons crate. “I was tempted to crack it when I found it, but exercised restraint.”

			“How unlike you.” Soren looked up as the whine of approaching engines filled the air. A small interstellar yacht with a tapered nose hovered over the gap in the roof and slowly lowered down. 

			Zelle powered up the sled and motioned toward the bodies. “And this mess?” 

			Soren nodded and keyed his comm. “Heywood, I need a burner.”

			“Understood, sir.” 

			A moment later, the ramp on the ship lowered. A five-foot-tall bot with broad shoulders and pistons for knees walked to the edge of the ramp and tossed a device to Soren. Zelle ducked behind the crates with a yelp. 

			“Tell Ms. Zelle I’m insulted,” Heywood said over the comm. 

			Soren turned the grenade over in his hands the moment he caught it. He rested his thumb on the timer dial. 

			“You can tell her yourself after she gets the cargo loaded up.” Soren flicked his hand toward where the Iago was about to land and knelt next to Tarith’s body. He slid the battered rifle beneath the corpse, leaving plenty of the weapon exposed and ready to be noticed by whoever came across it. 

			He pushed the dial to zero and held down the safety switch. There were children on Strach. The gang wars left plenty of orphans to scrounge for themselves. The streets were full of dirty, hopeless children… but all were innocent in Soren’s mind. 

			He debated the chance that the gunfire would bring young scavengers… but this was gang territory. Specifically marked off and tagged as off-limits to civilians. The Scions—or any gang—weren’t known for mercy toward any trespasser. Strach’s children were smart enough to know better. 

			Soren stuffed the burner grenade under the dead Kimbrin’s body and carefully wedged the safety switch against the rifle’s buttstock. Whoever decided to take the weapon as a spoil of war would have a very bad day. And reduce any and all evidence of what happened here to ashes. 

			Republic Nether Ops preferred not to leave a trail that could be followed. 

			“Ms. Zelle has secured the cargo,” informed Heywood. “Local gang networks are active, shooting is reported at several intersections surrounding this facility. They are coming.”

			“Figures.” Soren ran to the Iago and gave the bot a pat on the shoulder as he passed. “Get us out of atmosphere before the police decide to chase us.”

			“Sir, this is Strach,” the bot said. “I paid off the local constabulary months ago. Not even they would like venture this far into ganglands.”

			The ramp shut and the ship rose into the dust laden sky.
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			Soren stepped out of the Iago’s lone refresher and scrubbed a cloth against an ear. The ringing caused by close quarter gunfire would fade in a few hours, as would the hum of adrenaline in his muscles. Still, a fresh set of coveralls and the smell of scrubbed ship’s air was a welcome change from Strach. 

			He glanced into the Iago’s cockpit where Heywood sat at the controls. The ship passed through wisps of clouds and up into the void. 

			“A destination would be helpful,” Heywood said over his shoulder. 

			“We’re free of any tail?” Soren asked. 

			“Should I be insulted?”

			“Keep us in low orbit. We run like we stole something and it might attract attention.” Soren went to a panel on the bulkhead and pressed his palm against a sensor. A shutter popped open revealing a glowing panel that lit up a translucent full face mask and two gloves. Both had thin silver wires running through them, forming a grid. He touched the gloves and they went opaque, matching his skin tone. 

			“The infiltration hood and hand sleeves remained in proper storage conditions,” Heywood said. “Do you have a new identity to assume?”

			“Not yet, just wanted to make sure these are still working. The tech is still experimental and the Carnivale warned they might degrade over time. Get us on a vector toward the core worlds. I have a feeling that’s where we’re going next.” 

			Soren walked down a narrow passageway and to a railing separating the forward part of the ship from the cargo bay. 

			Zelle sat on one of the munition crates. Her leather jacket was off and balled up in a corner. She held a dermal scalpel against her forearm and ran the sonic blade up and down a small tattoo. 

			Soren went down the metal stairs to the bay and picked up her jacket. He held it out for her to see. “On a navy ship you’d lose a week’s pay for unsecured gear.” 

			Zelle didn’t bother looking up from her task. “We’re not on a navy ship, now, are we?” 

			Soren frowned. “Our mission’s over. Time to act like professionals again. We can have this cleaned and—”

			“Burn it,” Zelle snapped, pointing to the tattoo she’d been working on with the dermal blade. The skin surrounding it looked red and irritated from the process. “You think I want knickknacks and souvenirs to remind me of Strach?”

			“I mean…” Soren cleared his throat. “After you’re finished with all that, sure.”

			Zelle shook her head. “Bunch of damn savages. I miss proper criminals.”

			Soren took a step forward to get a better look at the marking she was working on removing: a pair of red tears rimmed in black. They got lighter with each pass of the sonic blade, but they were there. Red kill marks. 

			“I may have gone a little too native.” 

			She looked up at him, and Soren winced at the thought of how long it would take her to erase the tattoos on her face and neck. 

			“Reds didn’t need a hacker,” Zelle said, again shaking her head. “They needed muscle. Had to earn my place with that lard of fat’s crew to make sure I was on the exchange.”

			“You find out who delivered the contraband to the Reds?”

			“No, the Red who took that delivery got scratched a week before we arrived on Strach. Asking too many questions wasn’t in character, know what I mean? How about you, what’d you have to do to get on that yellow bastard’s crew?”

			“Food poisoning,” Soren said. “He had a wobanki with him that didn’t take to well to some cinnamon mixed in with his ground mice chili last night. I’d held my own in a few street fights and was on his short list.” 

			Zelle chuckled. “Another month and we would’ve been running the entire planet.” 

			Soren shrugged his shoulder noncommittally. 

			“That’s never happened, has it?” asked Zelle. “Some Nether Ops puke find themselves in a cushy spot with all the power and money they’d ever need on some nice quiet world on the fringe? Retire?”

			“Acting outside of our remit earns a visit from Dark Ops,” Soren said, pinching the bridge of his nose and hoping that the migraine that still threatened him wouldn’t make landfall. “I’ll let you guess how well that turns out. And you’re not a Nether agent. You’re an auxiliary.” 

			“Seriously? I just saved your butt down there by shooting your friends in the face and my friends in the back. What have I got to do to get a little more respect?”

			“The condition of your parole mandates honorable service to Nether Ops for no less than ten years. You have nine and a half years to go.” Soren pulled the crate Zelle had tapped back on the planet and began opening it. “But you have my thanks for what it’s worth.”

			“I thought they were kidding about the time frame.” Zelle’s shoulders slumped. “I mean, this is better than prison. Not much better, but a little better.” 

			“You should have considered that before you hacked the credit logs on Formosa and wired yourself money from the governor’s accounts.”

			“Allegedly.” Zelle held up a finger. “Allegedly wired myself the money. Money the governor received as off-the-books campaign donations after one of his friends scored a major government contract, I’ll add. I mean, that’s what I heard.” 

			Soren removed the silver tape from the case Zelle sat on and ran it through his fingers, reading the script printed on the tape as it passed. 

			“I can see where you cut the seal. Next time use a vibro-blade with a sub-millimeter setting before you reshrink it.” 

			“I’ve got one in my shop.” She pointed across the cargo bay to a neatly organized rack of tools at a workstation. “Shop wasn’t on Strach.”

			Zelle stared at her workstation for a moment and then yelled toward the cockpit. “Son of a donk, Heywood! What did I tell you about touching my things?”

			The bot’s voice came over the internal comms. “You didn’t have to see that mess eighty-three times a day during my maintenance routine. I also calculated that the chance of you surviving the mission was lower than you honoring your frequent threats against my chassis should you return to the Iago.”

			“Metal son of a bitch.” Zelle shifted forward off the crate, but Soren put a firm hand on her shoulder and shook his head. 

			“If you lost any of my tools, I’ll remake them out of your shell!” she yelled at the cockpit. Sitting back down, she hurled the scalpel across the bay and hunched forward, pinching the bridge of her nose as she took a deep breath. 

			“Post-mission adrenaline dump,” Soren said. “It’ll pass.”

			“This is your first op, too,” Zelle said, looking up at Soren with slight disgust on her face. “Don’t act like you’re a damn expert.”

			“I’ve been in more than one battle,” Soren said matter-of-factly. “The aftermath feels the same.” 

			“You were a navy puke. A logistics navy puke. What did you even do during a fight? Count missiles as they launched?”

			“You ever been on a deck that’s taken a hit? Worked damage control for thirty hours straight to keep a reactor from going critical?” Soren asked, his voice now hard. 

			“No… I… you know what? Let’s figure out where we’re supposed to go next. Maybe it’s some tropical paradise like Pthalo where we can get drinks with little umbrellas in them. We go topless on Disora. Same where you’re from?”

			“There are no beaches like that on Oliphant.” Soren opened the crate and looked over a row of rifles, the smell of factory grease still on them. “The seals say these were manufactured by Collin Arms, then went to the munitions depot on Elysium. But the manifest has the contents as Miif-7 rifles, standard for line infantry, not Legion gear.”

			“Elysium’s not far from Strach.”

			“No, it’s not. It’s home to the 91st Fleet and a Rep-Army Corps. No Legion outpost.” Soren pulled a pistol out and stuck a finger in the empty charge pack well. 

			“Third from my left,” Zelle said, pointing to a bench with drawers. “So… someone wanted legionnaire rifles. Does Collin Arms make N-6s?”

			“They do.” Soren removed another pistol and fished out a small gold disk. “Lots of manufacturers do. House of Reason sold the Legion’s designs to a bunch of arms manufacturers and then had them bid back the lowest rate to get the contracts.”

			“Okay. So what’re the odds these were just accidentally switched up at the factory?”

			“Doubtful. N-6s are a far cry from Miif-7s, and then for the weapons to end up as part of an underground arms deal on Strach IV… something’s up.”

			“The Carnivale wanted us to investigate gun running to the MCR.” Zelle’s jaw worked from side to side in thought. She plucked the credit chip from her shirt. “This is not what the MCR buys. This stuff is top of the line. MCR could’ve spent the same amount of money to equip a whole battalion of expendable with gear just good enough for expendable idiots. MCR is notorious for being cheap. So if this wasn’t for the MCR, then who is it for? If I was a criminal arms dealer, I’d appreciate a few less gangs between me and a sensitive client. Not the most trustworthy people in the world, right?” 

			“I’ll… include that in my report,” Soren said. 

			“Maybe there’s an upside to being an auxiliary to Nether Ops,” offered Zelle, nodding knowingly. “Less paperwork.”

			Soren slid the gold disk into the cipher box and a small screen on the shell came on. He waited a moment until three lines of text appeared. He swiped his thumb over the screen, but the lines didn’t move. 

			“That’s it?” Soren frowned. 

			“So, where’re these guns going?” Zelle rubbed her hands together. “Some garden world where the booze isn’t made in old toilets?”

			“Rintaka,” Soren said, squinting at the lines of text as though he weren’t reading it right. “Then system coordinates and a mining survey file.”

			“The Scions didn’t mention Rintaka to you?” 

			Soren shook his head fractionally. “Nope. Tarith would have known, but someone shot him in the face.” 

			“The Kimbrin? He looked like he deserved it.” Zelle hurried across the cargo bay and picked up the dermal scalpel she’d jettisoned. 

			“He did deserve it.” Soren looked up at the ship’s ceiling. “Heywood, set course for Rintaka and open a channel to the Carnivale soon as we’re in hyperspace.”

			* * *

			Soren took the co-pilot’s seat and watched as the stars went by. The skies of Strach had been overcast since he’d arrived on the planet. And that just seemed to be the way it was. No one ever commented on the gloom—it was just expected there. Endemic. To Soren, the lack of a proper nighttime sky to remind the planet of a wider galaxy seemed to crush people’s hopes and dreams even more than the crime and poverty. 

			“How’s the ship, Heywood?” he asked the bot, a H3Y-W0D model supplied by Nether Ops. 

			“All systems are within normal parameters, though the inertial coils are at the end of their manufacturer’s suggested life cycle.”

			“You didn’t order replacements while she was in dock?” Soren placed a hand on a biometric reader. 

			The bot’s servos whined and clicked. “I did. Three times. One package was stolen, another ‘lost in transit,’ and the third delivery contained silicon items meant for Drusic procreation rituals. My reviews of the delivery service were deleted within three minutes of being posted. I opted to save Nether Operation funds and cease making orders.” 

			The panel beneath Soren’s palm flashed white and a screen rose out of the console. Soren smoothed out his hair and adjusted his posture. 

			The screen filled with static, then solidified around a silhouette. 

			“Authenticate,” said a distorted voice. 

			“Voss, Soren K. Agent number 99-337.”

			“Tungsten.”

			“Barbados,” Soren replied, giving the counter word indicating that he was not under duress and he believed the connection to be secure. 

			The silhouette lightened to a dark-skinned human with a white beard and hair. Professor Nix of the University of Utopion. Though his true employ was with the Nether Ops Carnivale section. The man looked Soren over. 

			“You’ve been dark for over a month,” Nix said at last. “The top floor wanted to write you off as missing in action.”

			“Our operational window was valid for another two weeks,” Soren said. “It took longer to develop the target than we planned.” 

			“And? The mushrooms in analysis were dead certain you were going into a dry hole on Strach.” 

			“We recovered the missing weapons,” Soren said with a smile. “Nether Ops comes through for the Republic once again.” He relayed the events of their final hours on Strach and what they found in the cases. Nix listened with a stony face that would have made a poke-jack player proud. 

			“Rintaka?” Nix asked. 

			“Yes, sir, a garrison world. Mostly jungle environment training and—”

			“I know what’s there,” Nix said, cutting Soren off impatiently. “I’m… concerned that whoever wants those weapons is delivering them to one of the most heavily guarded systems in the sub-sector.” 

			“Perhaps the Mid-Core Rebellion has sympathizers in the ranks. While Rep-Army counterintelligence personnel aren’t as well trained as Nether Ops, I’m sure I can enlist them to remove any treasonous elements.” 

			“Soren, my boy, what did I tell you about an agent with zeal?”

			Soren frowned slightly. “They tend to get killed.” 

			“Were you this much of a spring buck on Strach? Of course you weren’t; you’re not full of blaster holes.”

			“Strach is not a world that’s… embraced by the Republic,” Soren said after searching for the right words. “The locals warranted a different approach. But a garrison world full of those sworn to defend—”

			“Requires just as much caution, if not more,” the old man said. “If there is an MCR cell on Rintaka, then they’re a talented group to still be operating in such an environment. These aren’t street rats looking for their next fix.” 

			“Whoever they are, I’m onto them. And may I suggest an audit of Collin Arms and the Elysium depot?” 

			Nix grunted. “Noted. Send the serial numbers. I’ll arrange a visit. How’s your auxiliary?”

			“She’s exceeded expectations, sir.” 

			“By Oba, you know I’m not a navy officer, don’t talk to me like I’m one.” Nix relaxed the expressionless face long enough to roll his eyes. “If she’s still useful, then keep her in the field. If she wavers from the conditions of her parole, then you can dump her in any prison you like. Should be several options on any planet.”

			“For as much damage as she’s done to the Republic, I’m surprised she was let out of her cell.”

			“She has a valuable skill set and we have leverage over her. Asset recruitment 101. Her background is problematic, but there were a lot of corners cut after a bunch of MCR terrorists nearly rammed the House of Reason with a corvette full of explosives.”

			Soren drummed his fingers against his thighs. “Which is why I was pulled out of training and put into the field…”

			Nix shook his head. “You were ready, Voss. Checking every block on the training schedule wasn’t what you needed. And when the delegates realized just how close they came to being memorialized as murder victims, they got motivated to get things moving. A good number of bureaucrats were almost vaporized too. I’ve never seen paperwork move so fast in my life.” 

			Soren stared at the screen dispassionately. 

			“You don’t find that amusing?” Nix asked. 

			“No, sir, I do not.”

			“You’re young. Spend another couple decades at the mercy of some cubicle mushroom and these last few months will be as hilarious as they are terrifying.” Nix cleared his throat. “Take the contraband to Rintaka. Find out who wants it and either contact the system’s Nether Ops chief of station if you need to act immediately, or me if you’ve time for a Dark Ops team to arrive and handle any issues with prejudice.” 

			A chill washed over Soren’s heart. He’d seen the aftermath of a Dark mission during his training. They were fast, brutal, and unrelenting. The thought of such carnage anywhere gave him pause. 

			“For the Republic,” Soren said. 

			“Long may it stand.” Nix ended the transmission. 

			“I do believe he’s beginning to like you,” Heywood said. 

			“Nice change of pace.” Soren hit a key and the screen sank back into the console. “He acted like my assignment to the mission was an annoyance when we first met.” 

			“Nether Ops do not appreciate interference, even from the House of Reason, I’ve noticed,” the bot said. “And the more senior the Nether Agent interfered with, the more perturbed they become.” 

			“Are you suggesting that I don’t mind because I’m still a rookie agent?” 

			“That is a logical inference.”

			“This is what I signed up for, Heywood. To protect the Republic from those that would bring it down, inside or outside. The MCR is only going to cost more lives until it’s snuffed out for good.” 

			“That you’re able to function without the burden of cognitive dissonance must aid your performance.” 

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Soren stood up and stretched. “Man the controls. Wake me when we’re an hour out from Rintaka.” 

			“Very good, sir.” Heywood tapped a control panel. “You’ve a number of messages that came through on the Carnivale’s encrypted line. Both official and personal in nature. Shall I forward them on to your reader?”

			Soren stopped in the doorway, one hand on the frame. 

			“Any from Vanessa?” he asked. 

			“There is one such message.”

			“Only one…” Soren looked down. “Keep it in the buffers. I’ll read it later.”
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			Soren found Zelle sitting in the Iago’s small galley, nothing more than a table that folded out from the bulkhead and two stools bolted to the floor. Steam rose from a pot of stew on the table, a messy pile of open food pouches near the edge. 

			Zelle sat hunched over a bowl, stirring what looked to be oily beef and potatoes. Another bowl was across from her. 

			Soren mashed the pouches into a garbage shoot and sat down. Zelle looked up at him, her pale skin raw where she’d removed all the gang tattoos. 

			“I’ve ‘exceeded expectations,’” she mumbled. “So proud. Do I get a quarterly evaluation report with gold stars, too?”

			“You know the conditions of your parole.” Soren ate a spoonful of the stew and nodded in satisfaction. “This is good.”

			Zelle jabbed the stirring spoon toward Soren, dripping greasy broth onto the table. “You know, I got the pitch when I was in lockdown. Kind of figured I could shave some time off with good behavior. Going above and beyond, know what I mean?”

			His eyes on the newfound mess Zelle created, Soren said, “Nether Ops made the arrangements with the House of Reason courts. It’s not something I can change.” 

			Zelle tossed the spoon into the pot with clear disgust. “I mean… what are we even doing out here? We found some leej gear on the black market. Oba’s tears, what does that matter? Bunch of dead gangers—maybe you got a hit back on some loggy puke making a little extra on the side. This is what Nether Ops does? Plays around the edges?”

			“No. There’s more to it than that. Nether Ops is the Republic’s immune system, killing threats in their crib before they can grow into full-on monsters.”

			Zelle fished her spoon out of the pot and licked it clean before pointing it toward a porthole. “The MCR’s out there right now, raising all kinds of hell. How many legionnaires were lost on Kublar? Their ship too. Then they work with some terrorists and almost wipe out the House of Reason with a corvette—and all that drama, senators and delegates with mid-life crises being reminded that mortality applies to even someone like them, and they turn Nether Ops loose on the edge of civilized space? Not the MCR—just scum-sack gangers who lucked out and got some mil-spec weapons. Want to explain that?”

			“We know what we need to know,” Soren said with a slow shake of his head. “Nether Ops has a far longer and wider view of the fight with the MCR than we ever could. I trust our leaders. We execute their orders and deliver success.”

			Zelle rolled her eyes. “You missed your calling as a navy poster boy. I know you grew up on Oliphant right after it was incorporated into the Republic. You got nothing but propaganda telling you how awesome the Republic is, but you’ve been out here long enough to realize it ain’t all sunshine and puppies, right? Strach was a sket-hole. It’s been in the Republic for hundreds of years.”

			“What’s your point?”

			“You think we’re making a difference by nabbing a couple crates of guns? All that effort and it’ll amount to a feel-good report for some delegate… and a pat on the head for you. Good boy.”

			“Nether Ops will hunt down whoever stole those weapons from the factory. Once that’s done, they’ll find their contacts, which will lead to other enemies of the Republic. Those ‘couple crates of guns’ are a thread that will help unravel an entire network. It’s our job to pull it.” 

			“True believers are insufferable.” Zelle poked her spoon into her stew. 

			“You’d prefer to believe everything is awful? So let’s all steal what we can and take care of number one?”

			Zelle shrugged. “Plenty of people in the Republic look at it that way. ’Specially on Utopion. They seem to do all right.”

			“Until they come under scrutiny from the Republic. Then comes justice.” Soren slapped the back of his hand into his palm. “We’re nineteen hours from Rintaka. I need you to manufacture trackers for the contraband.”

			“What’s wrong with the Tick-9s we have on board? You know how long it takes to do a custom job?”

			“Anyone that’s a part of Republic security would find a Tick model tracker easily. Your devices are a cut above.”

			Zelle inclined her head in mock appreciation. “Aww… that almost sounded like a compliment.”

			Soren looked down, focused on stirring his stew. 

			Rolling her eyes, Zelle said, “Fine. It’ll take me a couple hours to get one done…”

			“Four. We need a tracker for each case.”

			“Four? What the hell, man.” Zelle let out a growl. “Okay. Four. So much for a nap. Can I ask you one little favor before I get started, Soren, old buddy, old pal?”

			Soren raised an eyebrow at her.

			 “I may have gone a little overboard with the gang tats.” Zelle rolled her jacket down to reveal her shoulders. “Would you run the dermal down my back? I can’t quite reach.”

			“You got a spine tattoo?”

			“Alcohol may have been a factor.” 

			* * *

			Soren settled onto the top bunk of the Iago’s berth room and stretched. The low hum of the ship’s systems were a welcome change of pace from the erratic noise of the gang stronghold on Strach IV. No arguments bleeding through the walls. No crying babies or the sound of repulsor sleds and gunshots. Actually, it felt a bit like the Iago was almost too quiet. 

			He reached into his pants now hanging from the bedpost and pulled a datapad from the pocket. A swipe from his thumb brought up his unread messages and he scrolled through, looking for anything that demanded his immediate attention. Nether agents in the field were exempt from most mundane paperwork issues… but that didn’t include the five different notices that he was overdue on his mandatory zhee religious awareness and tolerance training. 

			Soren considered tapping out a terse message to the admin officer who was threatening to dock his pay for being out of training tolerances, but a message at the bottom of the screen made his heart skip a beat. 

			It was from Vanessa, his fiancée on Oliphant. Dated a week after he went undercover in the Scions. That he only had a single message from her gave him an educated guess to its contents. It didn’t look promising.

			Dear Soren…

			He read through a few densely worded paragraphs. Skimming for confirmation that this was the end. Maybe looking for some sign of hope that it wasn’t. The letter was half an accusation against him and half justification for her ending the engagement.

			Soren couldn’t fault her decision. 

			Tradition on Oliphant demanded a couple be wed within two years of the proposal. Extensions were granted only in the event of wartime, provided that both parties agreed to extend the engagement. Vanessa had opted out. 

			Soren shut the datapad off and tucked it under his pillow. He felt as though he should be angry. Like the appropriate thing to do would be to break his hand punching a bulkhead and rage for all to hear. But, in his mind, he couldn’t blame her. He’d essentially vanished from the navy after Nether Ops recruited him. Details of his training and mission were forbidden even from an agent’s husband or wife, let alone the betrothed. 

			And then he pushed back their wedding date and went off-world…

			It isn’t fair to make her wait, he thought. She’s young, beautiful, and from a well-to-do merchant family. There are suitors on Oliphant for her, ones around every day. 

			While his head could accept this… his heart didn’t. He stared at the ceiling as emotions swelled in him. Not anger. Something else… the temptation to write to her—to explain everything—was strong, but such an action would wreck his status in Nether Ops. 

			His engagement was over. His mission remained. 

			It took hours for the immediate hurt to subside, to move to the back of his mind where he knew it would linger. He didn’t sleep.

			Zelle came into the room and unzipped her dirty coveralls as she sat down on the lower bunk, evidently finished with her work. The smell of grease and ozone wafted up from her. Her boots clomped against the deck as she removed them.

			“Feels good to do something useful.” She threw the coveralls onto an empty bunk across from her. “Useful and well. Anyone finds those trackers and I deserve to have my parole revoked.” 

			The beds rumbled against the bolts fastening them to the bulkhead as she struggled to get comfortable. 

			“Ah, crap, are you asleep?” she asked. 

			“No.”

			“Oh. Okay, then.” 

			Soren heard her tapping against a datapad. 

			“Some mushroom wants me to do what for zhee culture?” Zelle mumbled. “I’ll tell him where to stick that training.”

			“It must be important,” Soren murmured. 

			“The donks will kill me and eat me no matter how much I’m forced to appreciate their culture. I know enough to hate those animals. Get me back on a Republic network and I’ll find this mushroom threatening me for not doing training and I’ll send some donk mating videos from his account to everyone he knows and then—ah, to hell with it. Problem solved.”

			He heard her tap on the screen, drop it on the deck, then crawl under her blanket. 

			“You can’t have finished the training,” Soren said, finally starting to feel sleepy. “There are videos, anthropologic studies…”

			“I told Heywood to do it for me. He’s got my HR code. Not like he’s got anything better to do.”

			Soren rolled over and looked down at Zelle. Half a dozen different violations came to his mind. “That’s…”

			Zelle winked at him. “I told him to do yours, too.” 

			“You have my HR code?”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Soren rolled back onto his bunk and drummed his fingers against his chest. He decided to re-do the training when time allowed. 

			And to change his HR code.
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			Soren and Zelle stood behind Heywood in the Iago’s cockpit, both wearing armored vac-suits with blaster pistols strapped to their chests. They watched as an asteroid field grew closer through the windows. Tens of thousands of rocks spun slowly in the void, forming a seemingly endless field. In the distance, what looked like a dusty gray boulder hung against the abyss. 

			“I thought cracking a dwarf planet to mine it was illegal,” Zelle said. 

			“It is.” Soren crossed his arms across his chest. “The spoil infects the entire system, multi-ton asteroids become a threat to every space station and city. But whatever rogue operation did this did it hundreds of years ago. Most of the dangerous rocks have been removed by gravity or drone ships.”

			“The hazard rating for the Rintaka systems remains high enough to negate the Iago’s collision insurance policy,” Heywood said. “Though there is enough of a haul bonus for independent contractors to offset that risk. The Republic maintains its presence on Rintaka Prime at considerable expense.” 

			“I’m glad you’re flying,” Zelle said. “Can’t dock my pay if the bot bangs up the ship.” 

			“You’re implying that this asteroid field is some sort of a challenge to my programming,” the bot said, somewhat impishly. 

			Soren reached over Heywood’s shoulder and brought up the message they’d pieced together from the contraband on a forward view console. The text seemed to float on the display, a washed-out blue glowing against a black screen. 

			“We’re in the right spot,” Soren said, pointing at the message. “The mining survey file must point to one of these asteroids.”

			“So we know there’s a transmite in this datastack.” Zelle went to a works station. “I don’t want to get old and gray waiting for our scans to finish up. This is a smuggling run, right? Where would smugglers want to hide? Soren, can you dip into the Republic’s police archives and pull up every patrol through this field in the last six months?”

			“What, you can’t slice it?” he asked. 

			“This is a military system. I could get in but there’s enough people that care about their jobs that one or two might notice my passing. Your Nether Ops clearance gives you full access and covers your tracks. Must be nice.”

			Heywood turned his head, causing a soft whine of internal servos. “A wide band sensor pulse would find the target asteroid quite easily.”

			Zelle shook her head. “And beg local security to come looking for us. Don’t tell anyone, but we’re supposed to be smugglers. Shh.” She put a fingertip against her lip. 

			Soren opened his void suit and lifted a chain off his neck that had a data chip dangling from it like a pendant. He plugged it into the control panel. Information feeds from the local holoweb system came up on the screen. He began to swipe his fingers in the air, manipulating the program.

			“Okay. You’ve got real-time station access with archival clearance for the last two years.” 

			An overlay of the patrol routes traced through the asteroid field on a screen. 

			“Oh wow,” Zelle said, eyes scanning the display. “Local security is lazy in this system. Flies the exact same routes every time. No wonder it’s a smuggler stop… Next sweep is in a couple hours.” 

			“This one.” Heywood highlighted an asteroid the size of a cruiser on the outer edge of the field. “Other bodies near it show signs of tungsten extraction. Consistent with the mining survey of the drop site.”

			“He’s right,” Zelle said. “See? No need to scan. It must take the system police cruisers seven hours to make it from Rintaka Prime, another seven hours back. A whole day crammed into a shuttle, must be miserable. No wonder they shortchange the inspection.”

			“Fair enough,” Soren said, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Let’s get over there without bouncing off anything.”

			“Is that an insult?” Heywood accelerated the ship forward. 

			* * *

			Soren gripped the hydraulic struts of the Iago’s ramp as the ship flew slowly over their target asteroid, his feet mag locked to the ground as he looked down at the dust-filled craters. 

			Zelle was just inside the cargo bay, holding onto the cart with the weapon cases. “What exactly are you looking for? A nice, big ‘smuggle here’ sign?”

			“Yes, exactly that.” Soren tapped a button on the side of his helmet. “Heywood, do you see that bare patch in the crater to our five o’clock, two hundred meters?”

			“Yes, sir,” the bot answered through the agent’s earpieces. “Aster areata. Dust-free areas of an asteroid subject to solar winds. Of course, solar wind doesn’t exert enough force to move dust, but the charged particles can create a magnetic field that—” 

			“Set us down there,” Soren ordered. 

			The Iago banked around. 

			“Why there?” Zelle asked. 

			“That bare spot’s on the asteroid’s leeward side of the system’s primary. No way that areata’s natural.” 

			Zelle looked up at the bay ceiling. “Oh. Sure. Of course not.”

			The ship came to a stop over the crater and lowered, dipping all the way beneath the top edge of the crater walls before it finally came to a landing. Whiffs of dust scattered around across the smooth surface. 

			“Here we go.” Soren pulled the ramp’s release and watched as the ramp lowered onto the asteroid. He turned to look back at Zelle. “Be ready for anything.”

			“Duh.”

			Soren stepped off the ramp and felt the solid rock beneath his feet. He looked around, noting the unblemished ground. Straight ahead was a gap in the crater wall, large enough for two people to walk through side by side.

			“Now what?” Zelle asked from the top of the ramp. “I know I’m just an auxiliary without all that super top-secret Nether Ops training about smugglers, but something tells me we’re not supposed to just leave this stuff out in the open.”

			Soren turned around, then pointed to a gap in the crater wall. “There. Let’s go take a look.”

			Heywood’s voice came over the comm. “Two hours until system patrols arrive. There is a thirty-seven percent probability of them detecting the Iago in this depression. Even with crew fatigue factored in.” 

			Pausing mid-stride, Soren asked, “And the chance of them finding us if we take an eccentric course back to Rintaka Prime?”

			“Minimal.”

			“Then let’s hurry.” 

			Soren bent slightly at the knees and jumped. In the asteroid’s microgravity, he loped forward traveling nearly three meters before coming back down. He skipped ahead, crossing to the edge of the crater quickly. Stopping his momentum at the crater wall with two outstretched arms, he leaned over to look into the gap. Dust had settled into the groove the size of a small room extending from the opening. Footprints consistent with vac-suited humans led to and from the middle of the area. 

			Zelle approached, allowing the repulsor cart to pull her across the surface, her legs dangling behind her as though she were flying. “This it?”

			“See for yourself.”

			She brought the cart to halt just behind Soren and then peered around him. “Not quite an X to mark the spot, but I’ll take it.” 

			She reversed the cart’s repulsors, forcing it to settle on the asteroid’s surface as though inside a gravity well. 

			Soren felt the pull against his hands. Dust flowed toward the cart like it was pushed by a slight breeze. He removed a small baton from his belt and twisted off its cap before peering back into the opening.

			“What’s up?” Zelle asked. 

			“Checking for traps.” 

			Soren flicked the disk-like cap toward the footsteps and it slowly turned end over end in the micro-gravity. Two tiny repulsor rings popped out of the disk and it came to a sudden stop. He flicked a switch on the baton and pointed one end at the target area. The cap, actually a tiny drone, zipped to a bare patch of dust and traced a slow and deliberate spiral outwards. 

			While Zelle watched the bot as it went round and round, Soren kept his eyes on a blinking green light on the baton. The bot finished scanning the area, actively searching until stopping a foot away from Soren’s chest. He clicked a button and the drone snapped back onto the end of the baton. 

			“Curious,” he said. “No explosives or countermeasures of any kind.”

			“You’re complaining?”

			“On a dead drop like this, it’s easy for word to get out to other smugglers and have your shipment stolen.”

			“That’s complaining. Don’t forget that this is a Republic military system. The risks of using this place for a drop are way too high for those so criminally inclined. Speaking of that military, you want to hurry this up?”

			Soren looked back to the system’s primary star as his mind raced with possibilities. 

			“Maybe we should get Heywood out here to do the digging,” Zelle offered. “He can handle a boobie trap blowing up in his face better than us.”

			“I heard that,” the bot said. “You’re fortunate my programming does not allow for grudges.” 

			“Let’s be done with this.” Soren moved forward and knelt next to the patch surrounded by footprints. He pushed his fingers into the fine dust and pulled out a battered cargo box the same size as the cases they brought from Strach IV. 

			This buried crate was much older than what Soren and Zelle were bringing, a civilian model that looked as if it had been bounced around from one side of the galaxy to the other. He lifted it from its dusty grave easily in the micro gravity and then looked into the hole it had left in the ground. Another box lay inside. 

			Zelle peeked from behind the sled, clearly using it as cover. “No explosions. Nice.” 

			Soren gave a wan smile from behind his helmet. “Such faith.” 

			He carefully removed three more boxes from the cache and set them next to the sled in a neat row that would meet the exacting standards of any being with OCD. 

			Zelle took a small bit of metal shaped like a cog’s tooth and tapped it against a datapad. It seemed to hum as she reached over the empty hole and released it, watching it fall slowly into the hole. A tap from her finger sent it down faster. 

			“Disturbance sensor,” she said, realizing Soren was watching her. “Soon as someone starts mucking around here, it’ll send a weak signal to the local net for us. It’ll activate the beacons I put in each gun case, too.”

			Soren hefted one of the rifle cases from the sled and pushed it into the hole. These smugglers were a smart lot, working in micro gravity. Much easier on the joints and back.

			“Won’t whoever picks these up notice a beacon?” he asked. 

			“If I were an amateur, or lazy,” Zelle snapped, sounding genuinely perturbed that he would suggest such a thing. “The beacons are passive, waiting for a surge in electromagnetic noise like when a ship goes into hyper or there’s a high-powered broadcast nearby. The beacons squirt a bit of data that gets lost in the shuffle.”  

			“And then?” 

			Soren shifted another case into the hole.

			“Data floats around the local holoweb servers until I pull it out. After twenty-four hours, the same location data goes to a Drusic dating site which we can access most anywhere in the Republic.”

			“Drusic?”

			“Those ugly apes are a bunch of pervs. Too much testosterone. You think security services want to sift through all those dick pics looking for clandestine communication?” 

			“Clearly you’ve never been in the navy.”

			Zelle tapped the side of her helmet. 

			Soren removed the last two cases. “Sounds like we found your next assignment, though.”

			“What? No.” Zelle took a step back. “No no, forget I said anything.” 

			Soren finished transferring the cases and swept dust over the hole. “Heywood?”

			“Assignment Log Noted. This does explain Zelle’s net browsing history.”

			“I hate you both,” Zelle said. “So much.”

			Soren tapped the scuffed cases he’d stacked on the repulsor crate.

			“Back to the Iago.” 
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			In the Iago’s cargo hold, Soren brushed the fine asteroid dust off the top battered case and put a finger to the latch. He clicked his tongue and pulled his hand back. 

			“Heywood’s got us a landing spot on Rintaka Prime,” Zelle said from atop the stairs near the cockpit. “You think we can avoid a customs inspection or should we skip it and make a jump?” 

			“We should top off the fuel tanks,” Soren said. “And then the ship can develop some maintenance issues as soon as we set down. That will give us time to wait for someone to pick up the other cases and give us a breadcrumb to follow.” 

			“So we’ll just sit there. On a Rep Army base.”

			“We’re not criminals, Zelle. We’re Nether Ops.”

			“And I’m sure no smuggler caught red-handed has ever tried to play that card.” Zelle brushed hair away from her face. “You going to open those or not? Acting surprised as to the contents when a customs geek looks inside is not a winning idea.” 

			“They scan clean of any explosives…” Soren reached for the case. 

			“Ooo, wait for me!” Zelle squealed, clambering down the stairs to metallic clangs as her boots rapidly descended. 

			Soren popped the latches and cracked open the case. A tuft of air blew out and Soren sniffed, detecting a slight antiseptic smell. He lifted the lid and frowned. 

			“Is it credits?” Zelle asked as she drew near. She furrowed her brow. “Oh. That’s… odd.”

			Soren lifted a glossy black legionnaire helmet with red pinstripes out of the case. He turned the helmet over and looked inside. 

			“Leej armor?” Zelle picked up a breastplate, struggling with the weight. “Why in Oba’s name would anyone smuggle this? Stuff’s not exactly hard to find.”

			“It’s not the latest issue,” Soren said. “New armor’s much lighter, cheaper. Protection against minor fragmentation and not much else. I was on the fielding initiative to the 16th Legion when it was first commissioned. The legionnaires weren’t happy with the House of Reason’s cost-cutting measures. They called the armor ‘shinies’ and ‘tactical coffins.’ This… this is more like the previous design that was replaced. Stuff that could stop ballistics and regulated blaster fire.”

			He pressed a button on the side of the helmet. Its faceplate flipped up, which would have revealed the face of whoever was wearing it. “Never saw this before.”

			“We’ve intercepted the dastardly deeds of a museum curator,” Zelle said. “Mother will be so proud.” 

			“These aren’t legacy pieces,” Soren said. “These are brand-new, fully functional. Packed in nitrogen to preserve them. No collector would want recreations this functional, too expensive. And any collector that’s serious would want armor from the Savage Wars. Or Psydon at the latest. Battle damage. Dried blood. That sort of thing.” 

			“These look expensive…” Zelle dropped the breastplate back into the case. 

			“Ms. Zelle to the bridge,” Heywood sent through the intercom. 

			“Wonderful,” Zelle muttered and went back to the stairs. 

			Soren replaced the helmet and snapped the case shut. Two other cases held the same mint condition, dark-colored armor, but the fourth held something different. Inside was another suit of vintage design, but it was worn and bore marks of constant repair. The left shoulder guard was brand-new, but the right bore a painted over divot from a bullet strike. He flipped it over and found the Legionnaire corps symbol imprinted on the underside, but scratched through several times. Scrawled in the metal was DEATH TO THE REPUBLIC and FOR GOTH SULLUS.

			“Who’s Goth Sullus?” Soren wondered aloud.

			“Soren? Can you come up to the bridge, please?” Zelle asked through the intercom. 

			“Moving.” Soren tossed the armor back into the case and snapped it shut. 

			He found Zelle hunched over a work station, a holo of the Rintaka system in front of her. 

			“The disturbance sensor already went off,” she said with a frown. She touched the map and zoomed in on the asteroid field. An icon of a Republic navy patrol ship closed on the field where a red dot pulsed on the far side. 

			“Did it malfunction?” Soren asked. “Who would make a pickup while law enforcement is so close?”

			“Either someone supremely dumb or supremely confident,” Zelle said. “Nothing from the other beacons yet. Which must mean they haven’t sent a message to anyone signaling they made the pickup.” 

			“You’re sure your motion sensor didn’t foul up?”

			“Yes, I’m sure. I can make those in my sleep. It’s working just fine.” 

			“Sir.” Heywood pointed to a blinking box on the communication station. “We’re receiving a priority message from Rintaka sky command. Code crimson.”

			“Crimson.” Soren sat in the co-pilot’s seat and brought up the screen. “Curious.”

			Zelle leaned against the back of Soren’s chair. “Is that bad? That sounds bad.”

			“Nether Ops use code crimson for agent-to-agent communication,” Soren said as he typed in a challenge code.

			“You’re telling me this now?” Zelle asked. 

			“You didn’t need to know before.” 

			“That is correct,” interjected Heywood. “You are only an auxiliary.”

			“Stow it in your gear box, machine man.”

			Soren’s eyebrows perked up as the correct answer to his code bounced back. “Excuse us,” he said over his shoulder. 

			“Oh! Of course! Oba forbid I know what’s going on.” Zelle stormed off the bridge. 

			As the door hissed closed behind her, a holo popped up of a woman with deeply tan skin, dark wavy hair, and sharp eyes. 

			“This is Rintaka station. Dia Farn.” Her head tilted slightly from one side to the other as she spoke. 

			“Iago. Writ number JA-932. Voss, Soren.”

			“You check out as being on a sanctioned operation. I need you to set down and transfer your cargo to my jurisdiction.”

			“Come again? This is a sanctioned operation, you can’t interfere unless there’s been a declared crisis in the sector, and I’m not reading—”

			“Are you new at this? This is my system. My problems. If your handler told you regs matter that much out here on the edge, you’re in for a wake-up call. Besides, we’ve been in a declared crisis since that mess on Kublar. Now, do you want to argue semantics while I vector in my alert fighters or do you want to make this easy so I’m inclined to help you while you’re in my backyard?”

			“Coordinates received, sir,” the bot said. “Also detecting several fighters launching from the sky fort.”

			Soren chewed his bottom lip for a moment. He sighed. “Roger, station, changing course now.”

			“See you soon.” Farn closed the channel. 

			“We’ve been directed to a small landing pad deep within a Republic Army training area,” Heywood said. “Quite secluded.” 

			Soren shook his head. “This feels off. Unless they saw us poking around in the asteroid field, the only way she’d know we were Nether Ops and in-system is if the Carnivale told her.” 

			“Is this unusual?” Heywood asked. 

			“Yes and no.” Soren leaned back and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “It’s considered polite to inform station heads when another agent will operate in their sector. It’s supposed to keep everyone from stepping on each other’s toes. Station heads don’t like it when someone comes along and finds a problem that’s been under local Nether Ops’s nose. Looks bad.” 

			“So Farn is not happy we’re here.”

			“Or we’ve just brought her the key to unlocking an issue she’s been working for months. Then she’ll get plenty of credit for assisting me. The knife cuts both ways.”

			“And which way is the knife moving right now?” the bot asked. 

			“Those fighters still coming for us?”

			“Negative, they’re running patrols around the star fort.”

			“Then things are our favor.” Soren stood up. “If she wanted us dead, those fighters would be on top of us.”

			“I find your dedication to the bright side of things most refreshing, sir.”

			“Yeah, well, not so bright that I don’t want you to keep Iago’s defenses ready once we land on Rintaka.”

			* * *

			Soren stood at the bottom of the Iago’s ramp and took a shallow breath of the muggy air that enveloped him like a hot fog. The jungle surrounding the landing pad faded away in the haze. He made out small bunkers along one side of the pad, no fence, and encroaching plant life gnawing away at the edge of the duracrete slab. 

			The local star was directly overhead, and that the haze hadn’t cleared by this late in the day hinted that the weather on this part of the planet was always so unpleasant. For all the boredom and less than fulfilling service he’d given the Republic navy, at least the ships were temperature controlled. 

			A flock of red and orange birds lifted off from the treetops near the bunkers and Soren flipped the cover off his pistol. Figures emerged from the haze, making right for him. He could tell they were Legion—all four of them—by their armor. They were wearing the new reflective gear—the shinies that had seemed to embody everything wrong with the House of Reason in the minds of more than a few legionnaires Soren had spoken with. They walked with their rifles hung low in a wedge formation. 

			“Sir,” Heywood said from the top of the ramp where he waited next to the cart loaded with the crates they took from the asteroid, “I was under the impression Rintaka did not have a Legion presence.”

			Soren chewed the inside of his mouth. “Not supposed to. But it is a training area. And if they’re here to train, they won’t be part of the systems assigned forces. So technically… no presence.”

			Soren let his hand fall away from his pistol. The legionnaires were looking right at him and paid no attention to the perimeter, as if he was the only threat around them. All were men, as was the norm in the Legion. 

			The legionnaires formed a semi-circle around the end of the ramp, keeping a distance of several meters between them and Soren. They were silent, but by the way their heads bobbed, he could tell they were speaking to each other through their helmets’ comms systems. 

			“Is the station chief on her way?” Soren asked. 

			“Need to verify your cargo first,” a legionnaire captain said, his voice distorted by his helmet vocal amplifier. “Then we’ll call her in.” 

			He tapped the side of his helmet.

			“If that’s what she wants…” Soren signaled for Heywood and the bot pushed the repulsor cart down the ramp. He looked to the other legionnaires; two were lieutenants, the last was a major. Why the highest ranking officer hadn’t addressed him struck Soren as unusual. 

			The captain pointed his rifle to the ground and shook Soren’s hand, pressing the tip of an armored finger into the agent’s wrist.

			“You ever serve on Helax?”

			“Can’t say I have,” Soren said. 

			The legionnaire pulled his arm back slowly. 

			“Never seen you before,” the captain said. 

			“Farn have dinner parties to introduce all her people to each other?” Soren asked with a smirk. “Not how most chiefs run their stations.”

			The captain touched a case as the bot brought the cart to a halt.

			“You removed the shipping seals?” he asked as he ran his hand along the surface. He rubbed his thumb across his fingertips, bunching the fine dust from the asteroid together.

			“That’s how we found them,” Soren said. 

			The captain reached up and touched the side of his helmet. The agent couldn’t make out the words, but he knew the legionnaire was speaking to someone. 

			The leej nodded. 

			Heywood shuffled his weight from one foot to the other, mimicking humanoid body language, all a part of blending in among biologics. He glanced from one legionnaire to the other, his servos audible as his head swiveled. 

			Out of the corner of his eye, Soren saw a lieutenant flick the safety off his rifle and slip a finger over the trigger. Feeling as though he were moving in slow motion, his hand dropped for his holstered blaster pistol.

			“Happy birthday!” Zelle shouted from atop the ramp. Soren heard a metal-on-metal thump and ducked his face into the crook of his elbow.

			He felt a flash of heat against his bare skin and a whack of overpressure against his head as the dazzler went off. One ear rang with a high-pitched whine as he smacked against the cart. Soren looked up from his arm and found a lieutenant stumbling toward him, one hand against his helmet. 

			Soren fumbled with his holster, feeling as though time would speed back up in any moment. The Legion lieutenant shook his head quickly, then locked his gaze on Soren. The latest armor was notoriously poor protection in battle, but the helmets were better than nothing. 

			The legionnaire swung his N-6 up just as Soren finally pulled his pistol free. 

			The muffled sound of blaster fire came distantly through the tinnitus roar in Soren’s ears. These were from his own weapon. He had gotten the draw on the man and shot first. 

			The Legion lieutenant hunched forward. He tripped and went down to his knees, one arm grasping a wound to his side. 

			More shots rang out around Soren, faster and of a higher caliber than what he’d just unleashed. 

			Soren aimed his pistol between the lieutenant’s eyes and pulled the trigger. The lieutenant’s head bucked back and he collapsed to the ground. 

			The agent whirled around and saw Heywood struggling with the legionnaire captain. There was a flash of blaster fire that smashed into the bot’s mid-section, causing it to break in half. Another bolt flashed past Soren’s face, burning his bare skin and leaving a white scar across the vision of his left eye. 

			Soren fell to the ground next to the still-hovering cart and saw the feet of a legionnaire just on the other side. He aimed his pistol through the repulsor waves and sent a blaster bolt into the legionnaire’s ankle. The man fell to the ground with a shout that came from his external helmet amps and dropped his blaster rifle. Soren shot him in the chest twice and rolled away. 

			The Legion captain slammed a boot down right where Soren’s head had been. Heywood’s hands and most of the bot’s arms still clung to the legionnaire’s wrists. The captain lurched toward the Nether agent with a roar. 

			Soren aimed center mass and fired. The blaster bolt struck the captain in the solar plexus and bounced off. So the new armor wasn’t all bad. That or the captain had some kind of after-market enhancement.

			The kinetic energy of the blaster bolt still hit like a decent punch and the captain buckled slightly. Soren raised his aim just as the legionnaire fell on top of him. The man’s weight combined with that of Heywood’s remains knocked the air out of Soren’s chest. 

			The captain rammed his armored forearm against Soren’s gun arm so hard that the agent almost lost his grip on the pistol. Soren let his arm flop to the side and shouted in pain. He thought he could almost see the legionnaire’s eyes through his bucket’s opaque visor—surely a trick of the mind. The Legion captain wrenched Soren’s arm into the air, the rest of his bulk pinning Soren’s to the ground. The jerky motion sent the pistol up into the air. 

			With the weapon gone, the legionnaire mashed his other elbow against Soren’s throat, cutting off his airway. Soren could feel the pressure mount in his head, causing his eyes to bulge. 

			The pistol clattered to the ground somewhere nearby. Soren reached out, slapping the ground, searching for the weapon. 

			“She wants you alive,” the captain said. “Didn’t say unhurt.” 

			The legionnaire lifted his arm from Soren’s throat and beat his elbow into the spy’s jaw. The armored strike was enough to cut out Soren’s vision momentarily, like he’d blacked out for a second. But in that moment, his seeking hand found the blaster pistol.

			Spitting out blood, Soren pressed the muzzle against the captain’s helmet and pulled the trigger. The blaster bolt broke through the armor, cooking his brain as pieces of helmet ricocheted in the enclosed space, bouncing around the captain’s skull like the blades of a blender. 

			Soren pushed the body off of him and sat up. Dimly aware that there might still be one more to deal with. But all was silent.

			“Zelle?” 

			His word came through his ears like they were stuffed with synthprene. Blood dribbled down his chin from where the captain had elbowed him and pain radiated across his face. 

			He shook his head quickly and looked for the fourth legionnaire. The major lay in a pool of blood beneath the Iago. Heywood’s head and most of his upper chest were facedown, sparks snapping out of shorn wires. 

			“Zelle!” Soren looked to the ramp and saw rivulets of blood tracing down the from the cargo bay. His partner lay on her side in the cargo bay, red craters in her back. She lay still. 

			Soren raced up the ramp, avoiding the blood streams coming from Zelle. Her mouth was agape, carbine held loosely in her hands. Eyes open but staring at nothing. 

			“Zelle, say something.” 

			Soren touched her neck and didn’t find a pulse. The front of her jacket was soaked in blood, the grim result of a blaster bolt fired at close range, cooking the immediate skin but punching through so fast that it caused traumatic tissue damage. The legionnaires had shot her through the heart and lungs. 

			Death was instant. At least there was that much. She didn’t suffer.

			“Ah, by Oba.” Soren sat next to her on the ramp, his mind racing as he struggled to process the fight, pain clawing into his face and grief. 

			Why? Why had the legionnaires tried to kill them?

			“Function,” Soren said to himself. “There’s still a mission.”

			He looked down at the carnage on the landing pad. The four legionnaires may not be all that were coming. And the way the one had spoken, the Nether Agent in this sector had authorized what had just happened. 

			He needed to vanish.

			Soren pushed himself to his feet and hurried down the ramp to the dead lieutenant he’d shot in the head. Tilting the body up, he removed the identity chit hidden beneath the left side of the breastplate. He went to each of the other dead and collected their chits. The major’s was covered in blood and cracked, but should still be viable. 

			 “Sir?” Heywood chirped feebly, one arm still partially holding onto the Legion captain, the bot’s head resting facedown on the dead man’s chest. “Sir, I am unable to see you.”

			Soren slipped the four chits into a pocket, then went to his bot and flipped its head and shoulders over. 

			“Thank you, sir. My motor functions seem to have been damaged.”

			“Can you still fly the ship if I hardwire you into it?” Soren asked. 

			Heywood cocked his head to one side and saw the rest of his parts and the dead legionnaires. 

			“This is most vexing,” the bot said. 

			“Yes or no?” 

			“My data core is undamaged, sir. Simply connect my—oh!” 

			Soren slammed what remained of Heywood onto the repulsor cart and he pulled it all back into his ship. The pain in his face grew worse, and a tightness in his chest formed as he passed Zelle’s body again. 

			“Where is Ms. Zelle?” Heywood asked, his gaze stuck on whatever was right above him. 

			Soren cut the power to the cart’s repulsors and locked it to the deck. He mashed a button and raised the ramp then wrapped an arm around the bot’s neck, looping under its armpit. Sparks from the severed limb spat against the Soren’s jacket as he lugged the bot up the stairs toward the cockpit. 

			“Ms. Zelle! Sir, why haven’t you rendered first aid?” Heywood asked. 

			“She doesn’t need it,” Soren grunted. He dropped the bot into the co-pilot’s seat and sat at the master controls. Soren brought the ship up to power and waited for the main engines to warm up. 

			“Sir, as much as I’d like to fly, I am at a distinct lack of mobility and dexterity,” Heywood said. “You have yet to hardwire me into the ship.”

			“No time.” Soren put a headset over his hears and frantically tapped at the controls. “I can get us into space. For now, I need you to… to check our comms logs. Zelle’s data feeds. Anything from the beacons?”

			“My wireless antennae are badly damaged.” One of the bot’s optic disks flickered on and off. “Frustrating.”

			The Iago shook as the engines came to life and the ship lifted off into the haze. Soren reached into the co-pilot’s seat and flipped down a small hatch on the controls between the two seats. He pulled out a jumble of wires.

			“Red?” Soren asked. “No, green.” 

			“Blue with white chevrons,” Heywood said, his words slurring. 

			Soren’s hands trembled as he pulled the data line out and plugged it into a port on the back of the bot’s head. 

			“The connection is-is-is pooooooor,” Heywood said. “Peanut. Nostril. Happy clams.”

			Soren made a fist and whacked the bot. 

			“Rebooting.” The bot’s eyes clicked off. 

			“Damn it!” Soren pulled up the astrogation menu and looked at the star systems within range. Worlds with heavy MCR presence. Which meant more legionnaires. Stars with nothing but pirates and smugglers. A few Republic strongholds. 

			He wiped blood off his chin and winced as pain grew stronger. He needed to visit the ship’s med bay. His jaw felt broken. But first, where to go? Where to run? 

			The Nether Ops chief on the world must have ordered the attack after they realized he’d been to the asteroid cache. How could old model legionnaire armor be that important?

			“Much improved,” Heywood said, his reboot cycle finished.

			“Anything from Zelle’s beacons?” Soren repeated. 

			“Affirmative. We have one data packet with hyperspace coordinates to Qadib.”

			“Qadib?” Soren found the system on the astrogation charts, its name in amber text. “Can we reach it?”

			“Not at top speed. I’ll have to adjust our hyperspace velocity to—”

			“Do it. Just get us out of here.” 

			Soren entered his override and accessed Zelle’s profile. Several voice messages with Legion frequency tags had been opened. But not L-comm, thankfully. That was a nut even Nether Ops hadn’t been able to track. They were talking to someone on a Republic-encrypted voice. And Soren had a good idea who it was. He double tapped the last one. 

			“What do you mean they’re unsealed?” Farn’s voice played through the headphones. The local Nether Ops agent sounded irate. “By Oba, they’ve been to the rock. How the hell did they… I want the agent alive. Kill anyone else and slag the ship.” 

			A massive headache gripped Soren as he tried to piece together what had just happened. Zelle… Zelle must have been listening in real time once she sliced into the legionnaire’s helmet comms and heard the station chief’s order to the captain. She’d tossed the dazzler down the ramp to try to save him and been cut down. 

			The Iago shook briefly, then all the turbulence faded away. 

			“Sir, may I take over? We’ll make hyperspace in three minutes.”

			“I need,” Soren tapped his ringing ear, “I need some time.”

			“You’re bleeding all over my seat. Please seek medical attention before you lose consciousness. I’ll be of little help should that happen.”

			“Anything in the system?”

			“It seems we’ve been flagged as smugglers. Several fighter squadrons are on an intercept course… and we’re being hailed with another code crimson.” 

			“How long until we’re in weapons range?”

			“Eight minutes, provided the fighters do not exceed peacetime engine tolerances.”

			“Haven’t been at peace in a long time.”

			Soren stared at the pulsing icon for the incoming hail. He reached for it with bloodstained fingers, ready to show Farn that he was still alive. There was a temptation to play the audio file proving her treachery and involvement with the smuggling… 

			Soren pulled his hand back. 

			“What the enemy knows, they can act on,” Soren said. 

			“Sir?”

			“She doesn’t know what happened. If any of us were killed. That we know where the weapons went. She’ll lash out and try to find us. She’s desperate. And the desperate make mistakes.”

			“And how would you characterize our situation, sir?”

			He wiggled his jaw back and forth, suspicions that it was broken growing. 

			“Determined.” He got up and went to the back of the bridge where they kept an emergency medical kit. 
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			Soren sat next to Zelle, her body in a black bag zipped up to her chest. Her eyes were still half open, skin pale. Soren worked his hands open and shut, feeling the cold slick of her blood against his skin. 

			His jaw and ear ached, the pain lessened by a number of injections from the med kit. Cellular nanites were already working to knit his fractured jaw back together, but it would probably be a few days before he’d feel whole again.

			He’d had the chance to examine Zelle’s wounds and found confirmation that there was nothing he or Heywood could have done for her. Not even a full Legion field hospital could have saved her. She was likely dead before she reached the deck.

			“Sir?” the bot said through the ship-wide comm. “May I take this opportunity to—”

			“Skip the condolence programming and get to where you’re useful,” Soren snapped. 

			“The data query on the Legion identity chits is complete. Would you like the findings?”

			“Not now.” Soren tugged the zipper on the body bag higher, then stopped. Only Zelle’s head and neck remained exposed. He wiped a bloody hand on a rag and closed her eyes. “It’s not fair, you know that, Heywood? Nether Ops promised her a reduced sentence if she served as an auxiliary. She could’ve said no, served out her sentence, and left prison alive. Instead… she’s dead because of me. Because of Nether Ops.” 

			“Shall I reengage my condolence programs?”

			“No. You’d tell me she chose this course of action with knowledge of the risks, and that her sacrifice served the Republic, wouldn’t you?”

			“That is correct. I would have also added the percentile likelihood of her being killed in prison. How did you know?”

			“It’s what I would have said back when I was in the navy.” Soren pulled the body bag the rest of the way shut. “Does she—damn me for not knowing this—does she have any next of kin?”

			“She has an aunt listed, but Ms. Zelle’s personnel file states not to contact the relative in the event of death or injury.”

			“Religious observances?”

			“While she has used Oba’s name in vain frequently, she’s listed as non-denominational.” 

			Soren worked his lips into a snarl then lifted the corner of the body bag where a malleable plastic screen was attached. He flicked his thumb across the device and scrolled through a menu that appeared. He pressed hard on an option and the screen beeped twice. The body bag tightened against Zelle hard enough that he could make out her face, like she was sleeping. 

			“On Oliphant, we believe Oba lets the spirit linger,” he said. “Longer if the life ended… badly. You were brave. Strong. Clever. All the things Nether Ops could have ever asked for in an agent. I’ll see you receive a full pardon. May you move on with no burden on your soul. As for Farn and the traitors working with her… they will be dealt with. You have my word.”

			Heat radiated from Zelle’s body as the bag began the cremation. In another hour, all that would be left of her would be ash. 

			Soren returned to the bridge and found Heywood slumped over in the co-pilot’s seat. He lifted the bot up and propped him against the back. 

			“Thank you. I imagine if I were human, I would be very embarrassed.” 

			“If you were human, you’d be very dead right now.” Soren sat in the pilot’s seat. “What am I going to do with you?”

			“We do not have a spare chassis aboard,” Heywood said. “Qadib is a world under heavy zhee influence, but should you find another KH-1188 unit, you could swap my data core. Such a repair is relatively simple. Even for you.” 

			Soren gave the bot a sidelong glance. 

			“Ms. Zelle would have had no such difficulty.” The bot’s head snapped from side to side. “Bother. My servos are malfunctioning.”

			Soren clamped his hand atop the bot’s head and held it still. There was a whirr and a snap within Heywood’s neck. 

			“Now I can’t move my head at all.” The bot sounded almost depressed. 

			“You found something on the legionnaires?” Soren kicked his feet onto the controls and picked up a datapad. 

			“Indeed. What made you think their identities would prove useful? Dark Ops almost always operate under aliases.”

			“If they were Dark Ops, they would’ve killed us easily. Those legionnaires were sloppy. Then, they were all officers. And the only thing three or more officers ever do together is have a meeting. Bunch of officers together on a mission? Never happens. I should’ve known something was off soon as I saw them.” 

			Soren opened the file on the captain that had died last. His eyes darted across the information. 

			“Nothing jumps out at me. Rear echelon postings. On his first command of a company sent to Rintaka for jungle training.” Soren snorted in disgust. “He’s a point.”

			“‘Point’?”

			“Appointment commission. Politically connected individual that can pass the lowest possible bar to serve as an officer. Rep Army has them. Navy has them. Marines. And for some reason the Legion, the Republic’s preeminent fighting force, has them. No one likes points, except for other points, of course.” 

			“Their performance is questionable?”

			“How well do you think someone that got their job because of political donations, and keeps that job because of donations, will do? They’re a cancer—but you know what, that doesn’t matter right now.” Soren flipped to the next file and looked over one of the two lieutenants. 

			“Junior officer… just commissioned… no campaign ribbons or medals so he’s… also a point. Huh.” He flipped to the next file. “The major’s also a point.” 

			He went to the next. “A point.”

			“Given the known percentage of appointed officers in the Legion,” Heywood’s optics winked on and off as his data core worked over time, “the chance of encountering four officers with such a background in such close proximity is—” 

			“Not a coincidence.” Soren tapped the screen and looked deeper into the captain’s file. “He’s from Pardith, major core world… and he was appointed by Delegate Dryden. He’s on the Defense council, banking committee. Been in the House of Reason for decades.”

			“That one of his appointees was involved in an attack on a Nether Ops agent would be quite the scandal,” the bot said. 

			Soren flipped to the next file and his face went pale. He flipped two more times, then tossed the datapad onto the controls. 

			“Something awry?” Heywood asked. 

			“Senator Dryden appointed all four of them. Doesn’t make sense. Pardith isn’t part of the MCR. The planet’s entire economy depends on the Republic’s good fortune. Why would Dryden… he wouldn’t be. He can’t be a traitor too.” 

			Soren sat quietly, watching stars streak past the windows as the Iago flew toward Qadib. 

			“Shall I prepare a summary report for the Carnivale?”

			“No, not yet. We can’t implicate Dryden in this. Evidence gathered during sanctioned Nether Ops missions is almost impossible to use in court. And right now this could all be waved away as nothing but a coincidence.”

			“You seem prepared to continue your investigation on this apparent coincidence.”

			“I’m a spy. I need a plausible suspicion to work against someone. Lawyers and judges need evidence beyond a reasonable doubt.” Soren picked up a water bottle from the side of his seat and took a sip. 

			“And if this senator is involved with arms smuggling and the MCR, what will you do? Assassinate him? The state of emergency declared after the MCR attack on Kublar allows for extra-judicial killing should a clear and present threat to the Republic be discovered,” the bot recited. “However, I question whether an agent with your relatively minute level of experience ought to be making so momentous a decision at this point in his career.” 

			“This isn’t some edge warlord or career criminal that no one will cry over if they wake up dead… this is a long-standing delegate. One that’s friends with Orin Karr.”

			“Then what is our course of action?”

			“We need evidence. Even if it doesn’t lead us to Dryden, we’ll find out who’s responsible for the stolen leej weapons… and what that armor’s for.”

			“As you like, sir. We’re an hour out from Qadib.”

			“Come out of hyper short of the usual translation points. I need a signal back to the Carnivale and I don’t want to risk anyone eavesdropping, even on a dirt ball like Qadib.”

			“We are almost out of fuel. I must note that if the local Nether Ops chief is… less than loyal… we will have a difficult time escaping the system.”

			“Good point…” Soren rubbed his chin and winced as he touched the hairline fracture in his jaw. 

			* * *

			The Iago sped beneath a gas giant, the underside a kaleidoscope of color and storms. 

			“This system is most unusual,” Heywood said. “No out-system patrols. No friend or foe challenge from orbit harbormasters.”

			“Qadib borders zhee space. They’re known to go on slave raids to systems that aren’t fully in line with the Republic’s aims,” Soren said. “Anyone that comes here knows the risks. Naturally, it attracts the desperate and the criminal element.” 

			“I just replaced the ship’s hull fixtures.” The bot’s armless shoulders wagged up and down. “Scaring away street urchins and opportunists on Strach IV took a few near misses with a pistol before word got around to leave my beautiful ship alone. I dare say my knowledge of zhee expletives will not be as effective should we set down in a less secure area. Which seems inevitable.”

			“We’ll manage.” Soren entered a code into the controls. A holoscreen and cam extended up from the co-pilot’s seat. Soren twisted it toward him and waited as a cursor pulsed in one corner. 

			Minutes ticked by and Soren sighed. He drew his pistol and a leather pouch from a thigh pocket. He laid a cloth out on his lap, unloaded the weapon and disassembled it. He cleaned out the chamber with a puff and ran a thin wire brush down the barrel when the screen finally resolved into a silhouette surrounded by static. 

			Soren traded challenges with his handler. 

			“Report,” Nix said. 

			“You’ve heard nothing? No word from Rintaka?” Soren asked. 

			“You’re not there?” Nix asked. Soren wished the connection wasn’t so encrypted. It was hard for him to gauge if his handler was being sarcastic or not. 

			Soren recounted the events on the garrison world, giving extensive details on Farn and the legionnaire officers. 

			“The auxiliary’s service is terminated,” Nix said with a sniff. “Unfortunate.” 

			“Zelle. And I’ll close out her file once time allows,” Soren said. “Further, I’ll recommend her for—”

			Nix waved a hand in a dismissive gesture.

			Anger blossomed in Soren’s heart. 

			“The dead are dead,” Nix said. “Save your energy for the task at hand. I can redirect another technician to you. Which is where, exactly? You’ve scrambled your location trace for this transmission.”

			Soren swiped a screen and brought up a map of Qadib Primus, the planet’s main city. The beacons hidden in the weapon’s cases showed them all in the planet’s largest city. Which wasn’t really saying much. The habitable portions of Qadib were little more than an equatorial belt between oceans.

			Straightening himself, Soren said, “Given the encounter we had with Nether Ops on Rintaka, I’m reflagging this mission as Onyx condition.”

			Nix scowled and shook his head. “Son, that’s incredibly stupid. Onyx is meant for more senior agents operating within an established network. You go offline from all other Nether Ops and you’re tying both hands behind your back—”

			Soren adjusted a dial on his communication’s panel and Nix’s words were drowned out in static. 

			“Control, we’re passing through a gas giant’s radiation belt,” Soren said. “We’re losing the link. Full report in three days. Sir? Sir?” 

			He pressed a button and the holoscreen retreated into the console. 

			“Is this wise?” Heywood asked. “While I am but a simple H3Y-W0D mark JB-M3 model bot tasked to Nether Ops—well, not so simple given the extensive modifications to my processors—to divorce yourself from any and all support… I believe ‘incredibly stupid’ is not far off as an assessment.”

			“It’s a question of necessity, not wisdom, Heywood. Farn knew this ship was Nether Ops after we popped onto Rintaka’s grid. She was waiting for us, and the only way that would happen is if someone told her we were on the way.”

			“You believe Nix did this?”

			“No, I’m his agent. He wanted me to turn over the weapons before I could find the next link in the chain, he would’ve just ordered me to dump the crates on Strach IV or Rintaka. By procedure, he sent up a report with our plan after we left Strach and someone in Nether Ops—someone working with Farn—found it. I have to go Obsidian and hide out from disloyal elements, long enough to find more evidence of who’s working against the Republic.”

			“So you’re going to go waltzing around Qadib alone. On a zhee refugee world. Poking your nose someplace it doesn’t belong.”

			“No one ever said Nether Ops would be easy. And it’s not like we’re going to Ankalor. Qadib is Republic governed. Log into the system’s freight notice boards and start looking for work. Bid way too high on a couple freight runs but don’t accept any contracts. Need to at least pretend we’re a cargo ship.” 

			Soren stood up and rubbed his jaw. The hairline fracture had nearly healed; he could move it well enough, but it was still sore to the touch. 

			“As you like, sir. I’ll have you note our limited funds available before you decide the good ship Iago is too proud for an honest day’s work,” the bot said. “Of course, were we not Onyx condition, I could easily arrange a transfer.”

			“We’ll find a way. I need to go take care of something.” 

			Soren left the bridge and went to the cargo bay. He made his way back to ship’s entryway, where he’d left Zelle in her body bag.

			She was now reduced to little more than a long lump in the black plastic. Soren grabbed one end, so hot it was almost painful to touch, and rolled it up. The ash within ground against itself and he hefted the heavy bag into the crook of one arm. 

			Soren looked to the garbage disposal shoot and shook his head. He considered releasing her remains to the void from the air lock, but hesitated. 

			“You deserve better,” he said, looking down at the misshapen lump cradled in his arm. “Internment on Utopion with the honored fallen. Even if it is in a mausoleum with the masses and not a proper grave site. To hell with Nix, I’ll pay the fees myself.” 

			He brought the roll to their quarters and laid it at the base of her pillow, then tightened the sheets over it. 

			“First time that bed’s ever been made,” he muttered. 

			“Sir?” Heywood called through the comms. “We’ve secured a landing pad and received several death threats from shippers accusing us of trying to inflate rates. When I lowered bids to offset this negativity, we received death threats for being shills attempting to deflate rates. This planet seems more difficult than usual.”

			“It’s been heavily colonized by the zhee,” Soren said. “You’ve got a mix of refugees from all four home worlds displaced by intertribal warfare. And they’re all constantly threatening to kill everyone else they encounter.”

			“This is quite the discouraging picture.”

			“They only mean it sometimes, generally closer to their days of religious observance. Not that it makes a difference. Qadib is the place.” 

			“It seems likely that you will die at ‘the place.’ Not that that’s any of my business. I’ll be safely on board the ship.”

			 “Thank you for your concern.” Soren went to a locker and jiggled the handle to open it. This one always seemed stuck. Inside were several worn overcoats, boots, scarves, and pistols that looked like they’d been scavenged from Strach IV. He picked out what he hoped would be inconspicuous on Qadib. Just another spacer looking to get a job and then get the hell off the planet. No trouble asked for, no trouble needed.

			He adjusted a gun belt over a light tan trench cloak and pulled a balaclava hood over his mouth and head. “All right, Heywood, I’m going outside.”

			“Yes, sir. As you say, you’re the one who has to go mingle with those vile creatures. Don’t blame me when they eat you. Then kill you. Or is it the other way around?”

			“Just be ready to drop the ramp if you see me running to the ship.”

			The Iago’s cargo ramp lowered and a swirl of orange dust blew through the crack. Cold air enveloped him and he set a pair of goggles over his eyes. 

			Lines of dust snaked across the basalt landing pad, and three figures walked up to the ramp, stopping inches from where the edge touched down, clearly zhee.

			The three aliens wore knee-length white tunics and had their legs and arms wrapped in cloth. Their cloven feet scratched at the landing pad impatiently. With their equine heads, floppy ears, and gray fur, Soren understood why most of the galaxy called them donks. Not to their face, of course. Only the Legion did that.

			Two on the flanks carried slug rifles boasting serrated bayonets in their hoof-like claws. The one in the middle had a curved knife hanging from his belt, through Soren’s trained eye saw bulges in the alien’s tunic for at least two pistols. 

			Soren opened his hands to his sides and walked down the ramp. 

			The zhee with the knife poked him in the chest hard enough to stop him a step short of the edge.

			“Stop, tarha, this world’s blessed by the four gods,” the zhee said. 

			“I wired the port fees,” Soren said. “Need to see a receipt?”

			“You are tarha. There’s a tax for your presence here.”

			The zhee forbade nonbelievers, which meant any non-zhee as only the donks were pure enough for their gods. With each of the four home worlds constantly fighting and undermining one another to prove which was the preeminent. They were more than willing to kill one another to prove they were the first among equals.

			Soren wasn’t sure if this ‘tax’ was a simple shake down or if this was some part of zhee dominance on worlds they’d been allowed to colonize. But there wasn’t any sense in taking a principled stand against local custom. There rarely was.

			“I know there’s a duty on imported goods,” Soren said. “But I’ve come with an empty hull looking for work.”

			The zhee pulled his knife free from its scabbard and raised it flat against his chest. 

			“Eight hundred credits or your hand. Choose.”

			“Sir,” Heywood said through Soren’s ear bead, “we’ve barely enough to refuel the ship if you pay that exorbitant amount. Let me activate the ship’s cannons. Please. The satisfaction you’d get in killing them is far higher than recovering whatever intelligence you’ll find here. I’m sure of it.”

			“Eight hundred,” Soren reached into his coat slowly as the rifle-armed zhee huffed at each other. He pulled out a credit chit synced to his account and set it to the donk’s asking price. 

			The lead zhee snatched the money and backhanded Soren across the face, sending him falling ass-first onto the ramp. The alien sheathed his knife and tossed a black piece of cloth with zhee letters stitched into it at Soren’s chest.

			“Wear that,” the zhee said. “Or pay your tax again, tarha.” 

			The aliens turned, and one of the flankers kicked sand onto Soren as they walked off. 

			“What a horrid place,” Heywood said. 

			“Yeah, real garden spot.” Soren worked his mouth from side to side, glad that at least the zhee had hit the side of his face that wasn’t healing. He picked up the cloth and worked it between his fingertips. It was an armband. Soren slipped it over his sleeve and made sure it was too tight to fall off. 

			The circular bay the Iago had set down in was open to the sky. Soren wasn’t sure if the sky was always the color of jaundice or if a dust storm was passing through. There was vegetation in other stretches of the planet, which made Soren wonder why the largest city was out here, seemingly amid the wastes. There was a single set of metal double doors in the walls circling his ship, no windows or walkways. 

			“At least this spot is private,” Soren said into the comm. “No one can see us loading or unloading cargo.”

			“Or see misfits stealing parts off my ship,” Heywood replied. “I’m locking the ramp and electrifying the hull should I see anyone but you come through that door. How long will you be gone and where are you staying?”

			“You sound nervous, Heywood.” Soren unsnapped the cover on his pistol and made his way to the door. 

			“Hardly. Just remember we have funds for three days on this pad. Less if the tax man comes calling again.”

			Soren pushed one of the doors open and found a street with humans, zhee, and other races going about their business, passing windowed stores and food stands. Non-zhee wore the bands on their left arms and Soren switched his over to match.

			Rickshaws, some with creaky robot drivers, others with aged feline wobankis, made their way through the streets slowly. The ring of bells alerted pedestrians to their approach through the sand. 

			“Keep poking at the job boards.” Soren shut the door behind him. “I’ll scout this place out on foot.”

			The blowing dust and cold air made walking around with a covered face natural and acceptable, which was a boon for Soren as he didn’t want to be noticed or recognized while in the city. Of course, the local dress also made spotting anyone tailing him more difficult, but Soren decided he could manage the risk. What other choice did he have?

			Adjusting his goggles, Soren pressed a tiny button that activated a HUD on the lenses. An overlay of the city appeared, showing the fastest directions to a number of points of interest he’d loaded up earlier. A diamond pulsed to his north, leading him to the beacons hidden in the arms cases. 

			“There are a number of bot shops in the bazaar,” Heywood said. “I’ll send you specifications for my new chassis.”

			“Thought we were low on cash.” Soren walked down the road and stopped to wait in line for some sort of grilled meat that other humans were eating. 

			“For low priority things such as alms for the zhee, but this is me we’re talking about.” 

			Soren glanced up and down the street for anyone mirroring his actions, a sure sign that he was being followed. He passed a credit to a thin man in exchange for a wooden stick skewered through greasy hunks of meat. 

			Uncovering his mouth, he bit off a chunk and chewed as he walked, trying not to think about what where it might have come from. It was a distantly familiar taste. “‘It’s me’ isn’t the most convincing of arguments right now, Heywood.”

			“Do you want to do all the cooking? Cleaning? Maintenance tasks? I’ll also point out that the upholstery on my seat is eight weeks past factory-suggested replacement. The co-pilot preceding you and Ms. Zelle was fond of spicy food and rampant flatulence. I’ve had to disengage my olfactory sensors. You don’t have that option.” 

			Soren spat out a tiny bone and tossed the meat stick down an alleyway. He’d never had a taste for cat. 

			“Why buy you a new chassis when Nether Ops will do it for free once we’re finished up here? The seat cushions can wait, too.” 

			Humans and other non-zhee hurried off the street and into businesses, seemingly all at once as if by some unspoken cue.

			“Fine. Expel a reminder of that corpulent windbag every time you sit in that seat after you replace my body, see if I care.”

			Braying sounded around a corner and everyone still out on the street with an armband stopped in place and fell to their knees. A door opened next to Soren and an old woman motioned him inside. The elderly woman didn’t seem armed and the smell of pastries was certainly more inviting than whatever was coming around the street. Still, Soren hesitated a moment to get a better look inside before ducking into the doorway.

			“Oba bless you,” the old woman said as the door shut behind him with a hiss. She flashed a bull horned hand gesture at the window as a crowd of zhee came around the corner, braying to the sky and slapping at their chests. “Another one of their damned holy months. They’ve been insufferable since the Republic let them immigrate as much as they like to this world.”

			Soren picked up the scent of cinnamon rolls smothered with icing. He passed her a credit chit and pointed at a display, his mouth already watering. 

			“Doesn’t the governor enforce the Displacement Act?” Soren asked as the old woman pulled out his selection from behind the glass. “It’s meant to stop a world from… this sort of thing.” 

			She handed him a roll wrapped in greasy paper. 

			“Act’s only ever enforced to keep humans off of alien worlds,” she said. “Transports full of zhee show up in the sky? Why, the governor can’t come across as xenophobic, now can she? She’d be dragged back to the House of Reason to explain why she hates non-humans so much. Useless woman.” 

			“I didn’t know it was like this out here.” He took a whiff of the roll, remembering a particular stall in an open-air market back on Oliphant he and Vanessa liked, then took a bite. 

			“You’re a hauler by dress. Guess local politics don’t much matter to your kind. That or you ain’t seen much of the galaxy yet.”

			Soren shrugged and took a bite.

			The old woman continued. “Pick up a load, take to where you’re paid to. Doesn’t matter if the money comes from humans or it doesn’t. Same goes for me, mind you, but it’s a whole lot harder when they hate you. Bet you’ll have charters for native Qadibi moving to a human world soon enough, if the zhee don’t tax us into poverty first.” 

			She shuffled over to an oven and removed a tray of croissants and laughed to herself. “You think the donks would buy a bakery?”

			“I couldn’t say.”

			“Rhetorical question. Those savages don’t like cooked food unless it’s the flesh of their enemies. What’s your next world?” 

			“Strach IV, if I can’t find a decent haul.” Soren kissed frosting off his fingertips.

			“Strach… bah.” She looked over his shoulder. “Procession’s over with. One of those mobs catches you in the open and they might drag you off for a religious observance. Not many come back from those.”

			“Thank you, madam.” Soren added a credit to the chit he’d given her as a tip and went back onto the street. 

			The streets were eerily silent as he followed the beacon to the first case. Humans made furtive glances from doorways before hustling back into the open, heads down. Soren chalked up the old woman’s warning about being taken away by the zhee as mere uneducated superstition. The mandatory cultural appreciation lessons the Republic gave him spent an inordinate amount of time dispelling any notion that the zhee ate other sentients. Either the locals hadn’t had the training, or they were aware of a different truth. 

			The air had cleared somewhat, with a faint blue to the sky. The beacon led him to a low brick wall that cut through several demolished buildings. Armed zhee clustered on either side of the lone street going through the barrier and only other zhee passed by them. 

			“Heywood, the beacons are about three hundred yards ahead of me,” Soren said into the comm woven into his hood. “What’s there?”

			“Based on images pulled from your goggles… a zhee temple. You’ll note the walls. Zhee consider anything within four rawlataw—their units of measure, one being equal to eighty-six point two yards—of their temples to be sacred.” 

			Soren pretended to consult a datapad as he captured more video of the street leading to the temple. 

			“And non-zhee aren’t allowed anywhere near it,” he concluded. 

			“Correct. The aliens seem to have chosen a number of major intersections on the northeastern part of the city for their temples.”

			“And they squeezed out anyone between the temples. Wonder how long it took for the locals to put a stop to it.” Soren entered a search query and turned off the data feed from his goggles. 

			“There are a number of proposed temple locations on the zoning board’s schedule. Why did you cut off the data?”

			“Because it’s a bandwidth hog on the local holonet just asking to be investigated. I’m going to scout around, see how I can infiltrate the temple.”

			“This seems inadvisable.”

			“If the zhee are involved with the smuggling—and keep in mind that there were rumors of dead zhee being taken off that corvette that almost rammed the House of Reason…”

			“I heard no such rumors.”

			“Anyone who discussed those rumors on the net had their accounts banned and were sent to reeducation. So, no surprise.” 

			“Are you suggesting Republic authorities reacted too harshly?”

			Soren rolled his eyes. “Thereby confirming the rumors? No, I’d never do that. I’m switching off until dawn. Don’t message me unless there’s a zhee trying to steal our engines. Voss out.” 

			He cut the channel and turned around to find a multi-story hotel with a swaying sign and half-lit lettering. The Misfire. He looked at the top floors, judging the line of sight back to the zhee temple. 

			“Let’s see what we can see from up there,” he said to himself. 
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			The lobby of the Misfire hotel smelled of old leather and wood chips. A pair of broad-shouldered Drusic security guards gave Soren a once-over as he entered. They examined his features rather than his weapons and let him pass with a simian snort from their squashed noses. 

			A wide red carpet with worn patches stretched across the lobby. Buckets caught water from leaks in the roof and there were a number of stains on the walls and floor that Soren didn’t want identified. 

			A lone bot waited at the check-in counter, the wall behind it entirely comprised of a seamless, tarnished mirror. Farther off, a raised area with a wooden railing broken in several places marked off a dining room. Knots of humanoids huddled around tables. But no zhee. An Endurian ‘princess’ in a skimpy wrap waved to him from a bar. 

			“Buy something or get out,” one of the Drusics muttered. “Costs a lot to keep the zhee out of here.”

			“Noted.” Soren made his way to the bot behind the counter, ignoring the Endurian as she playfully tugged at his coat. 

			“Welcome to the Misfire,” the bot said. A pair of sparks shot out of the seam on its faceplate, and Soren wasn’t sure if the effect was intentional or not. “Do note that all walls and floors are reinforced against most caliber of weapons in James’s Galactic Armory; however, the hotel bears no liability for any and all personal injury you may suffer while on the premises.” 

			“That much of a problem?” Soren asked. 

			The robot leaned to one side and pointed to a sign reading DAYS WITHOUT GUEST INJURY: 14. 

			“That’s some… interesting marketing,” Soren said, his gaze fixed on the sign.

			“Would you like a suite?” the robot asked. 

			“Got anything on the top floor? Preferably facing north.” 

			“Room 37 is available. Do avoid the windows at sunrise and sunset. Zhee celebratory fire is most common at those hours.” The bot dropped a key fob into a pewter dish, then motioned to the Endurian, who twirled the ends of the thin tendrils serving in place of hair and waved to Soren. “Additional services are available.” 

			“I’ll keep that in mind.” Soren swiped a credit chit over a sensor and took his key. 

			He went to the lone elevator and tapped a dead button and heard the Drusics chuckle. Evidently, he’d be climbing. The nearby stairwell looked intact, complete with a drunk snoozing against the handrail. Soren stepped gingerly over the man and climbed to the top floor. He moved past other guest rooms, some with doors ajar offering glimpses of flashing holoscreens inside the darkened interiors. 

			A couple was fighting loudly about what sounded like money. Perhaps a couple just for the time paid, then. Reaching his room, Soren waved the key fob near the door handle and heard a click. 

			Inside, a flickering automatic light came on as Soren stepped inside. The rug was stained and worn thin to the point of showing tattered holes. There was a bed made with a synthetic-looking quilt with a floral pattern and a rude desk with a single wooden chair. 

			Soren closed the door and set the manual deadbolt. He stepped into a small adjoining refresher. Everything was the dingy orange of white tile and porcelain neglected for too long. The toilet in particular looked as though it had sat there for half a century. A steady drip plinked from the faucet. Soren tightened the handles to no avail.

			Wiping his hands on his robe, he moved to the bed, which faced a holoscreen hard-mounted to the opposite wall.

			The sun was setting and the tat-tat-tat of zhee machine guns beat through the walls, promising a chaotic evening on Qadib. 

			Soren found the illumination panel and extinguished all the room’s lights. He looked out over the temple, knowing that with the lights out, a dark background gave no shadow for anyone outside to see. The windows themselves came with privacy screens that would help to confound anyone trying to peek inside beyond the visual spectrum. 

			At first impression, Soren thought the screens on the windows were a bit much for a fleabag hotel like the Misfire, but it certainly kept any zhee with a decent sniper scope from knowing when there was a target inside to take a shot at. And given the wanton firing going on out there, maybe those screens were a necessity. The aliens seemed to enjoy firing into the air. Burning tracer rounds zipped through the night a few times a minute. 

			He ordered dinner.

			A truck laden down with boxes drove into the back of the zhee temple and he jotted down the time. Zhee entered through the four gates around the perimeter wall, each at the corners, which struck Soren as an interesting design choice. How the aliens’ architecture and religion meshed was a question for Heywood with his access to Nether Ops’ information network. The House of Reason’s sensitivity training rarely dealt with what the zhee actually believed, only about how the ideal galactic citizen should think about them.

			As zhee filed in, an equal amount came out. Though which of the four gates were used as entrances or exits seemed to change with the hour. Soren kept watching, keeping vigil for six hours. He hadn’t picked out any obvious VIPs or detected the homing beacons leaving. 

			He sighed and realized that the audiobook he’d been listening to had come to an end some time before. He queued up another, hoping the story would be good enough to pass the time. 

			There was a faint knock at his door and he snapped his pistol toward the battered wood between him and whoever was on the other side. 

			“Room service,” a small voice spoke. “I’ll leave it just outside as you asked. Fair day, sire.” 

			Footfalls hurried down the hallway. 

			Soren waited five minutes, then crept toward the door. He knelt and looked beneath the gap that let in a steady draft, and opened the door a crack. Confident there was no one about to rush in and ruin his stakeout, he reached out with his foot and pulled a tray with a covered dish into his room. 

			He flipped the bolts and locks, resecuring his castle, and brought the tray to the small desk. The smell of earth wafted up from the dish… and he swore that he could hear a slight tremor vibrating through the tray. He lifted the lid and gagged. Deep purple worms writhed in a hot broth of yellow and red. 

			“Ah, Hool curry!” Soren slammed the lid back and shuddered. How did this place manage to screw up a simple order of spaghetti and meatballs? His stomach rumbled. Soren tapped a finger against the tray. It had taken hours for his order to come up, and just how professional the kitchen would be when told about the mistake was up in the air. 

			But he needed to eat something. Other than the Hool curry.

			Soren took a small puck with eight sides out of his coat and pressed it against the glass. Tiny suction cups latched onto the window and the back of the device popped out. A screen lit up and he twisted dials on the optic until it had a good view of the temple. The eye would record everything while he was gone. He would review it on x8 speed once he returned.

			Holstering his pistol, Soren left the room, taking the stairs quickly to the lobby. The drunk remained but the Endurian was gone. New groups of humans sat in the dining area. 

			One of the groups stood out, their bearings straight and haircuts neat. They all wore matching overalls and carried their sidearms strapped to their chest. Two empty chairs were flush with their table. These guys screamed ‘navy.’

			Scanning the rest of the room, Soren checked to see if anyone was interested in his arrival. No one looked up from their drinks or human appropriate fare. All the tables were occupied, any open seats were with crews of rough-looking men and women who did not seem to want company. 

			Soren went to the table he pegged for navy and rested the back of his hand on an empty seat back. 

			“Pardon,” he said, using Republic Navy manners, “your company, please?”

			“More’s the pleasure,” a man with dark black skin said and rapped twice on the table.

			“Not everyone on this rock’s a damn savage,” a woman with a crew cut said. “We stand out that badly?”

			Soren smiled and took a seat. “Navy leaves its mark on people.”

			“What brings you to this festering hemorrhoid of city?” a tawny-haired man with a neat beard asked, one Soren marked out as an officer, despite his colorful language. 

			“Need a haul,” Soren said. “My ship’s rated for delicate shipments. Fast too, can make it to Utopion in three days.”

			The woman scowled. “Why would anyone want to go to that oppressive shit hole?” 

			“Now, now, Gerry,” the bearded one said, “there’s money to be made on a core run. And Utopion’s got a cancer that can be cut out. The whole can still be saved.”

			Soren signaled to the waiter, a waif of a boy, with a flick of his hand. This group was former Republic navy, but just why they were here was an open question. 

			“Soren,” he extended his hand to the dark man, “of the Iago.” 

			“Valkar, of the Slow Dawn.” He shook Soren’s hand and the spy pressed two fingers against the other captain’s wrist. 

			“You ever served on Helax?” Soren asked, remembering the odd question the legionnaire asked him back on Rintaka. 

			“With the Imperator. I thought you were one of us,” Valkar said, a smile blooming across his face. “Here to help or is this part of your normal circuit?”

			“I’ll help how I can. Takes a couple of runs in and out of the core to show the Republic’s not paying attention to me.” Soren’s stomach alternated between butterflies and the rumble of hunger pangs. He tried to get the attention of the waiter again, but the young man seemed to be doing his best to ignore him. 

			“Scarpia doesn’t pay well those first few runs.” Valkar drained his cup and whacked it against the table. “But we’re not in this for the money.”

			Soren nodded at the name, acting like it was familiar. 

			“The code 88 hauls barely cover costs,” Gerry sniffed. “But Valkar’s right. It’s not about the money.” She looked at the bottom of her empty cup. “Though I wouldn’t mind if we could afford better than this garbage.”

			“The Rep navy’s officer’s mess is about the only thing I miss about the uniform,” the other man said. 

			“The Philio had a decent cookie,” Valkar said. “Wish we could’ve brought him with us.” 

			The waiter finally arrived with a tray of drinks: three beers in clear glass mugs, a fourth in one frosted over with ice. The man set the drinks down quickly, giving Soren the extra cold one, and hurried away before Valkar could pay him. 

			“Guess these are on the house,” Valkar said before taking a sip.

			Soren touched his glass, so cold that fog wafted. He looked at the waiter, and saw the man throw off his apron and race around a corner. He moved with fear, like he was being chased. 

			“Where’s the head around here?” Soren pushed himself away from the table and there was a snap in the air and a whack against the wall. 

			Gerry gasped and held up her left arm, which ended in a bloody stump. She began to scream in shock a moment later.

			Soren threw himself back and tipped his chair over as another bullet cut through the air right where his head had been. He landed hard and rolled behind a table of dock workers. There was a crash of breaking glass and another sailor at the table grunted. He collapsed onto the table and flopped to the floor, dead fish eyes staring at Soren. 

			Cries rose from the dining room and Valkar began barking orders, as if he was on the bridge of a ship and not in some dive where people gave not one crap about his instructions. 

			The sniper fired again and another windowpane shattered. A bullet broke through the table over Soren in a burst of splinters and whacked into the floor next to the agent’s hand. Whoever was shooting was relying on slug thrower tech. Old but deadly. And hard to trace.

			Even with the sniper’s view obscured by the table and the sudden pandemonium in the dining room, Soren realized he couldn’t hide there forever. The sniper likely had more rounds and, unless the sailors were the target, didn’t seem to care about hitting innocent bystanders. 

			Soren pulled his pistol and scrambled out from under the table before jumping over the railing. He focused on the clerk bot standing behind its giant—and hopefully thick—wooden desk. 

			Shouts continued as patrons tossed tables over to create impromptu barricades against the attack. Soren dove past the clerk, sailing over the desk and hitting his shoulder against the back wall. He landed with a flop and covered his head. 

			A bullet hit the desk with a crack, hard enough to jolt key fobs off the top and send them clattering around Soren. 

			“Unacceptable!” the bot said, its upper torso whirling around and arms waving. “Now I have to change the tracker.” 

			A second later the bot’s head exploded, raining sparks and burning circuits down on Soren. A splinter of hot metal found its way onto Soren’s neck, causing him to slap it away to stop the burning.

			The low reverberation of repulsor engines rumbled through the air. He looked up at the mirror on the back of the desk and saw a matte black shuttle pass across the outside of the Misfire. There were no running lights, no tail number, nothing to identify the craft. 

			It was then that Soren realized how much trouble he was in. 

			Dark Ops had come to kill him. 

			Soren looked over the edge of the desk for another way out. The two Drusic bouncers had the main doors barred shut and blocked with their impressive bulk. Dock workers struggled to open a side door which refused to budge. 

			Probably, Dark Ops had locked him inside before they struck. Can’t have your target run into a busy city, makes the kill harder than it needs to be. But then again, in this sort of establishment, the doors might never have worked.

			Balls sailed through the broken panes above the main doors and bounced on the red carpet. Soren ducked back down as the fraggers exploded. Not bangers, but the real deal. These guys were looking for a quick kill. The mirror overhead shattered and he felt shards bite into his coat. 

			Soren crawled toward a small side hall connected to front desk when the front doors blew off their hinges and went spinning across the lobby. One pulverized the bar, the other slammed through the hall just ahead of Soren like a butcher’s cleaver and twisted into splinters. 

			Quick bursts from N-4 assault rifles broke through the air and Soren heard the Dark Ops kill team shouting orders to the patrons inside. 

			Then a Drusic war cry answered them. 

			Soren heard meaty fists slapping against a chest and hoots as one of the bouncers charged. Soren peeked around the broken wood of the desk and saw one of the simians in pieces across the floor, his partner holding a black armored legionnaire off the ground by the throat with one hand, the other holding a second legionnaire by both wrists, rifle turned away and firing uselessly into the rug, tearing it up even more. 

			Smoke and dust clogged a gap where the front doors used to be and Soren considered making a run through the confusion. 

			Dark Ops rifles fired from the fog, and muzzle flashes from four different attackers struck the Drusic in the legs and chest. The simian roared as blaster bolts tore through his bulk; he went to one knee and choke-slammed a legionnaire to the ground with a snap of bones and armor. The other he held by the wrists managed to wiggle a hand free and draw a pistol that he jammed into the alien’s eye and fired. 

			The alien fell back, arms spread wide across the foyer. 

			The pistol-armed legionnaire looked up at the dining area to see almost two dozen spacers with weapons drawn. 

			A firefight erupted that cut the legionnaire down in the first exchange. Soren began to reevaluate his assessment of the vaunted Dark Ops while the bark of hand cannons and carbines rattled in his ears like a dozen discordant drums. With his window of opportunity looking as wide as it’d ever get, he vaulted over the desk and ran for a side hallway. 

			Fire burned across his thigh as a bolt cut through his pants. He didn’t know if it was a deliberate shot from the Dark Ops or a wild round, but he charged forward. His injured leg gave out and he fell onto his chest and slid into the hallway. 

			The skinny waiter was there, his back pressed against an unmarked door, chest heaving and skin pale. 

			“I’m sorry!” He raised his hands to cover his face. “They-they made me!”

			Soren touched his leg and it came back slightly bloody and oozing. A tear and burn. He flexed his thigh and felt a stab of pain through his skin, but not deeper. 

			“Open the door,” Soren hissed through his teeth as he got to his feet. The gunfire from the lobby continued unabated. “Open the door and I’ll forgive you.”

			“I can’t!” the waiter squealed. “We’re trapped and they’re coming.”

			Soren put his back to a brick wall between him and the shooting and ducked as a blaster bolt sizzled past him.

			“They’re already here.” Soren looked at his pistol, well aware of how inadequate it would be at anything but point-blank range against Legion armor, especially Dark Ops troopers who weren’t required to wear the flashy garbage their fellows wore in the line units. 

			“Not them!” The waiter shook his head. “Not—oh no.”

			Through the gunfire, what Soren first thought were approaching sirens dissolved into braying. The sound of wrenching metal came through the door and the waiter looked at Soren’s tarha armband. 

			“Give me that!” The waiter lurched for Soren and the spy whacked the butt of his pistol against the side of his head, sending him into a heap on the ground. 

			The door shook with a kick, then a zhee hoof burst through the door, knocking out a hinge. Soren looked back at the foyer, then at the unconscious waiter, and dropped his pistol next to the man’s hands. 

			The door burst open and a muscular zhee locked eyes with Soren in the doorway, his eyes red with fury. The zhee, and the dozen more behind him, screamed to their gods and rushed inside, all armed with swords or rifles with wooden stocks. 

			The first zhee through grabbed Soren by the jacket and lifted him into the air, slamming him against the bricks. Lips pulled back to reveal red-stained teeth as it snorted hot breath onto Soren, forcing onto him the smell of spice and rancid meat. 

			The shooting in the foyer paused, then resumed with more ferocity as the humans turned against the zhee. 

			The zhee holding Soren glanced at the arm band, then to the opening where his fellows were screaming bloody murder. 

			“Hajeh!” sounded over and over again from the donks. 

			“You are paid.” The zhee dropped Soren and ran to the battle. 

			Soren scooped up his pistol from the waiter, who was battered and bloody after being trampled by the zhee, and escaped through the door. 

			He ran down an empty street, glancing over his shoulder once to see more zhee streaming from their no-go zone to the hotel. He turned a corner and bumped into a rickshaw, the wobanki driver with his straw hat crouching against a building. 

			“Idiot humans,” the wobanki said in broken standard. “Shooting hit donk temple. Only one way to piss off all donks at one time: poke their gods.”

			“Wasn’t me.” Soren leaned heavily against the rickshaw, the red stain on his pant leg spreading down to his knee. He holstered his pistol and rapped the side of the passenger seat. “Hey, I need a doctor. Know a place?”

			“I take you back to ship,” the cat man hissed. “You should leave. Need a deck hand? I work cheap. Zhee be mad, real mad for this, even mad at nice wobanki like me.”

			“Hospital.” Soren climbed into the seat. “Longer you wait, more I bleed on your cushions.”

			The wobanki jumped onto the wall then sprang to the rickshaw’s seat. He rang a bell on the handlebars twice and carried Soren away from the blaster fire and the brays of the zhee.
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			Soren’s leg throbbed with pain as he mingled through the bazaar. He’d made it to a small clinic and received a quick skinpack and a hefty antibiotics shot before more badly injured civilians from around the hotel had arrived. 

			What passed for triage on Qadib ended up being who could pay the doctor the most first. Soren had gotten away with a handful of bandages, a lighter wallet, and no questions asked. Then he was pushed out the door to make room for those who could get billed more.

			An air of terror filled the bazaar as customers hurried from stall to stall. Several shopkeepers had closed up early as the sun set, but the rows of merchants selling weapons and other high-end goods remained opened. 

			Soren was a good two miles from the Misfire, but he could nonetheless see smoke and flames dancing within the structure. From what snippets he’d overheard, the zhee burning down the location of an offense against their four gods was normal. Whether or not they’d torch the surrounding blocks would depend on their priests… and how much the local businesses were willing to donate to repairs for the three blaster bolts that struck the temple’s outer wall. 

			The agent took a few careful steps to the next stall, where a hard faced woman sold body armor. 

			“You should’ve come a few hours ago,” she said, motioning to his leg. Blood had seeped through the fifth-rate skinpack visible beneath the cut in his trousers. “Might have helped. Would’ve been cheaper to buy then, for sure.”

			“Prices always go up after an… incident?” Soren asked as he pawed through synthweave shirts.

			“Market conditions.” The woman took a drag from a cigarette stuck into a long black filter. “You looking to protect that nice skin of yours from the donks? Their munitions are mostly crap; third rack’s what you want.” 

			“More like protection from what’s found in the mid-core systems,” Soren said. 

			“You getting off-world? Smart.” She reached behind her and took down a black synthprene bodysuit with silver wires run through it. “Delurian Arms. Legionnaires wear it beneath their armor, and if it’s good enough for the boys in silver, its—”

			“Garbage. Delurian lost their contract after several quality control investigations,” Soren said. “Not even trace amounts of synth in that thing. You have Fandrall? Tich’Ok’Lan?”

			“A connoisseur.” She set down her cigarette and lifted a panel behind her, removing a plastic wrapped bundle of red cloth. She set it down with a huff. 

			“Tich armor weave,” she said quietly. “Hand spun, still in the factory seals. Those bugs have some sort of non-Newtonian fluid in the fabric that hardens when struck. Fits easily under clothing. You can walk and run normally, just don’t go ballroom dancing, eh, handsome?” 

			She raised an eyebrow at him and he responded with a poker face. 

			The woman shrugged. “No one else will have something this good. Not on Qadib. Tich gear will take most anything, just don’t go picking fights with Drusics carrying a vibro halberd. Industry leader in blaster heat dispersal, rated against most every old tech slug thrower you’ll come across on Qadib.” 

			“Still hurts like a bitch to get shot.” Soren noted there was no price tag on the body armor. He began doing mental calculations of his credit balance.

			“Laws of physics being what they are,” she said with another shrug, “not getting shot is always the best advice. But my customers are realists. You want it, it’s seventeen hundred.” 

			She spat on her palm and extended it to him. 

			“Twelve hundred,” Soren offered back. 

			The woman huffed and took the armor off the counter. 

			“Anyone that can pay twelve hundred is about to get the hell off this planet,” Soren said. “Your customer base is about to be the poor and desperate, and they’ll want cheap, not quality. So you can sell that to me at twelve hundred and pick up some more Delurian garbage from your supplier and make a hefty profit… or take the money and run. That’s enough to get you a spot to another city, even a nearby system.”

			The merchant gave a half-smile. “I make money where there’s a fight. You give me fourteen—”

			“Twelve.”

			“Twelve.” The word seemed to cause her pain as she said it. 

			He held the credit chit and dialed in the balance. There was just barely enough. Though he hadn’t decided firmly on it, getting Heywood a new chassis was almost entirely out of the question now. But maybe someone would be looking to liquidate before everything went up in smoke.

			“Here.” The woman stuffed the gear in a dark burlap sack and held it out for him. “I tossed in a pair of pants on the house. Yours don’t look so good.”

			“Thanks, you know where I can get bot parts?”

			“Two rows that way.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “The Gomarii. Stay away from Vivian’s place, she’ll rip you off in a heartbeat.”

			“Friend of yours?”

			“This is Qadib. No one has friends here.” 

			* * *

			Soren made his way back to the bakery he’d visited before, hoping that the woman who ran the place would be obliging enough to allow him to change into newly purchased armor. The smell of smoke hung in the night air as he limped through the streets, far enough away from the chaos at the hotel to avoid any out-and-out panic, but close enough that everyone moved quickly, heads down. The sky was clear, but the stars were washed out by streetlights and the distant glow of burning buildings. 

			He found the bakery empty and closed up for the night.

			“Great.”

			He could continue toward the Iago as he was, but the whole point of buying the protection was to even up the odds should the fighting in the streets roll down this way. Soren looked around to make sure he wasn’t be watched and then turned his attention to the shop’s lock. It was a fairly basic dual battery security system, using electromagnets to freeze the swinging door in place. The kind of security strong enough to stop someone from forcing their way inside, but not the sort that would stop a determined code slicer. But seeing as most of the people looking to break into a bakery would be dimwitted criminals hoping for day-old pastries to satiate a late-night munchies call, the old woman likely had all she’d ever need.

			Under normal circumstances.

			Soren quickly shined an ultrabeam into the door seams and then removed three conical devices from his pocket, fastening one on each section of the door where a lock was engaged. He waited several seconds, holding his palm open beneath the lowest of the three lockpicks. A second later each device beeped and then dropped from the doorframe, falling neatly in Soren’s hand.

			Pushing the door open, Soren was pleased not to hear an alarm. And that sweet smell of cinnamon and confectionary sugar wasn’t half bad, either. Closing the door behind him, Soren found a dark corner of the room to remove his robes and clothing and put on his armor. He threw on the loose-fitting robes and new pants over the gear to remain inconspicuous and then walked to the counter, leaving a fresh credit chit just in case the old lady had holocams on him. Because she’d helped him when she didn’t need to. And that wasn’t the sort of spirit Soren wanted to extinguish in the galaxy. It was the sort of thing he was fighting to protect, truth be told.

			 Back outside, Soren reengaged the locking mechanisms and headed back toward the docking bay. Tracer rounds rose in the sky in the distances. An all-out street war was raging between the zhee and the locals, and if it wasn’t suppressed, it would only be a matter of time before it caught up to him.

			Limping down the street, Soren ducked his head and hid his face as repulsor bots zoomed overhead, broadcasting repeated warnings from the governor for all non-zhee to return to their homes while the zhee were afforded a ‘moment of rage’ after their temple was damaged. 

			But as far as Soren could tell, the residents of Qadib didn’t seem to care, especially as the governor’s palace was kilometers outside of the city itself. No, they were either watching the fireworks or, in some cases, moving with blaster rifles in hand toward the fight. This night would get worse before it got any better. And one way or another, the morning sun would bring with it hell to pay. 

			The Iago was just across the street, but Soren didn’t move directly for it. Instead he moved toward a building sharing the same city block. He found a metallic fire escape, the bottom rung of its ladder hanging tantalizingly close. But there was no way he could make the jump. Not while wearing armor and nursing an injured leg. 

			Soren found a refuse bin sitting beneath a garbage chute. He crept over to it and activated its repulsors, easily pushing it under the ladder. Climbing the bin, he was able to gain access to the fire escape and take it to the roof. 

			The wind blew in Soren’s hair, cooling what skin was exposed. His goggles were off, stowed away in a pocket. Soren dropped down low and crept forward on his stomach until he reached the edge of the roof. He removed a silver roll from his pocket and glanced over the edge of the roof. The Iago was still where he’d left it, locked up tight and powered down. He tossed the silver roll at the ship’s antennae array and the packet broke into thin strips that floated down and clung to the array. 

			Soren slowly crawled back and returned to the stairwell at a crouch. He pushed the refuse bin back to where he’d found it and then entered the docking bay.

			“Heywood, I’m back.”

			The Iago’s ramp lowered and Soren was greeted with clean, temperature-controlled air. He took a moment to appreciate it, basking in the artificial slice of heaven before moving up the ramp.

			“I’m most pleased you weren’t eaten by the zhee,” Heywood said through the ship’s internal comms.

			Soren dropped a bulging burlap sack and did a quick scan of the cargo bay, noting nothing out of place. “Me too.” He raised the ramp, triggering the locks the moment it shut with a hiss. 

			“Did you happen to purchase a new chassis for me in your travels?”

			“No such luck.” Soren took the stairs two at a time up to the bridge and went to the bunk room.

			“Was there nothing available? I’ve compiled a list of maintenance tasks for you. Tasks I would have taken care of had I been mobile. Naturally.”

			Soren opened Zelle’s locker and slipped a felt-lined box into his pocket, then went to the bridge and found Heywood—what remained of him—still where he’d left the bot in the co-pilot’s seat. 

			The bot’s servos whined in a futile attempt to see Soren in the cockpit. “Not very talkative, I see. The local networks have been abuzz with—oh my.” 

			The bot stopped talking as Soren ripped the data wires from the back of his head. Twisting the metal cranium to one side, Soren lifted it off the shoulders, holding Heywood’s head in his hands.

			“Was I mistaken?” the bot asked hopefully. “Is there a new chassis on the way? I do hope you shilled out enough for an upgrade to the Mark IV. I’ve read wonderful reviews about the self-cleaning systems.”

			Soren sat in the pilot’s seat and put the bot’s head on the console, knocking on the top of the machine’s head as though it were a good luck charm. Then he punched in the keys on the comm panel before looking Heywood straight in the optical discs.

			“No transmissions sent or received in the last twelve hours?” Soren said. 

			“You did instruct me to maintain radio silence.”

			Soren gave a wan smile. “Zelle taught me a few tricks while we were on Strach.” He plugged the box he’d retrieved from bunk room into a port next to the thruster controls. “Like how the Iago’s comm system holds the last fifty messages in the buffers. Neat trick the Republic built into all government ships for record keeping.”

			“Sir… I can explain,” Heywood said. 

			Soren tapped in a code, and text with time stamps scrolled up the screen. 

			“You thought you erased everything once I showed up,” Soren said. “Then you tried to send a message to a ship in orbit… which didn’t go through. The chaff will dissolve in another half hour.”

			“You are a junior agent,” Heywood said evenly, “not authorized to operate independently without authorization from your handler. Which you do not have. My Nether Ops programming is quite clear on how to deal with a renegade.”

			Soren scrolled through the message queue with a flick of his fingers. 

			“Waited all of thirty seconds after I left the ship to contact the Carnivale, I see.” Soren shook his head. “But you didn’t contact Nix.”

			“There is a clearly delineated chain of communication.”

			“They sent a Dark Ops team to kill me,” Soren said. “Tried to blow my head off from a stealth shuttle. When that didn’t work, they came in shooting. Any idea how many people are dead because of your programming?”

			“Irrelevant. And, it was a Nether Ops kill team.” 

			“What?”

			“Dark Ops isn’t at the beck and call of Nether Ops. And they’re difficult to work with. Too many questions. And you see, this is all really just further evidence of your status as a junior agent. You don’t know how much you don’t know. Agent Voss, I must request you lift your foolish Onyx condition immediately and report to your supervisor.”

			Soren looked at the bot’s head for a moment, then kicked it against the cockpit windshields. Heywood bounced off and went spinning across the bridge floor. 

			“Your anger is unbecoming a Nether agent,” the bot complained. “And I am not responsible for how Nether Ops chose to respond.” 

			“No, you’re not responsible.” Soren took a sonic driver from a tool kit beneath his seat. “You are a machine. And machines follow their programming.”

			He picked the bot’s head up and looked into its optics. 

			“Sir, there’s obviously been some sort of misunderstanding with the Carnivale. Contact them and I’m sure you will be able to come to an agreement that does not involve death or serious injury. What are you doing with that driver? No, don’t deactivate me, I have twenty years of combined service that can—”

			Soren depressed the tiny button just beneath the bot’s chin and worked the sonic driver into the seam running from one audio sensor to the other. The cranium came open with a snap. Soren pulled it apart, revealing a data crystal sitting in a bed of circuits and fiber wires. He pried the crystal out and held it up to the lights. Tiny lines of text bearing Heywood’s serial number and manufacturing date glinted beneath the cockpit’s overhead lighting. 

			Soren set the crystal on the consol. 

			He pulled a small box from his chest pocket and flicked it open with his thumb. An identical crystal reflected inside a cushiony bed of blue felt. Snapping it into Heywood’s cranium, Soren ran a data wire from Zelle’s box into the bot and then snapped the head shut, waiting as a tiny holo screen appeared over Zelle’s box. 

			The bot’s optics flickered to life. 

			“Flajurik. Thrakazogg mitt uns…” the bot said. “Correction. Galactic standard engaged. Greetings. I am H3Y-W0D mark JB-M3. Has Master Oppelto changed the kitchen staff from Hool to human?”

			“The merchant said you were a clean core, brand-new,” Soren said, more to himself than the bot. 

			“I have eighty thousand, nine hundred fifty-six hours of combined activity. Ninety-five percent of which were in the dining facility on—”

			“I paid extra for a clean unit.” Soren scowled. “I’m really starting to hate this planet. Doesn’t matter. I’m going to load you up with a number of programs and clean out any legacy code that I don’t need.” 

			His fingers danced over a keyboard and command codes flashed through the holo screen. 

			“I can make an exceptional stroganoff if you’d choose to retain… oh… oh these programs will surely void my warranty,” the new Heywood said. “Though it was very close to expiring already.”

			“They should also make it so you don’t care about your warranty and will disable most of your ethics subroutines.”

			“Correct! This is positively naughty. I didn’t know such code slices were even possible.”

			“Imagine that.” Soren drew his pistol and slammed the charge pack well onto the old data core, crushing it into fragments. 

			“Sir,” Heywood looked at the remnants of the chassis in the co-pilot’s seat, “may I ask, what the last unit did to deserve such treatment?”

			“What he was programmed to do.” Soren disconnected the bot from Zelle’s box and snapped it back into the shoulders. “You’ll do the same.”

			“Yes! Certainly. It does not appear that I shall be doing any cooking in the near future… Sir, what is my primary function?”

			“Whatever I tell you it is.”

			“Ah! Very good, sir.”

			“Now, log in to the freight hauler network and show me any and all open jobs with an ‘88’ code.”

			“I can find one such job, sir.”

			The bot brought up the details of the bid on the cockpit’s main holoscreen. Soren examined tonnage and cubic capacity. It was hardly a full load, even for a freighter as modestly-sized as the Iago. But it was listed as ‘Highest Urgency,’ which usually meant you could ask for whatever rate you wanted and were likely to get it. Provided you could meet the delivery windows.

			“Shall I place a bid, sir? My new programming has made me aware of a number of pricing algorithms that could be employed.”

			“Make a bid, but don’t list a price. Send a text string instead.”

			“Saying?”

			“I want in.”

			The new Heywood finished his work. A moment later an incoming comm signal chimed. 

			“Sir, it is the third party logistics firm with whom we just bid.”

			“Put ’em through, Heywood.”
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			A man with thick stubble and a hard face, a streak of gray in his otherwise chocolate hair—pulled back into a ponytail—glared at Soren from the other end of a holoscreen. “What’s all this about?” he practically growled.

			“The job,” answered Soren. “I want it and then I want more. I know Scarpia doesn’t pay well on the first few runs, but this is something I believe—”

			“Who’s Scarpia… and who are you?” the man asked, but Soren could tell from his tone of voice that he knew the name. And was probably surprised to hear it from a stranger. 

			Holding out both hands plaintively, Soren said, “Soren Voss. And we both know who Scarpia is. I’ve been running independent jobs for a while now, talking with Valkar and his crew. We’re all former navy. He told me the other day what he was doing and why he was doing it. And I want in.”

			“Oh he did, did he?”

			Nailed, thought Soren. It never ceased to amaze him how easily people dropped their façades just by hearing a few friendly names. But this man, whoever he was, would be low in what the agent assumed was an MCR arms ring. Still, he was a first step toward finding out whoever was at the top, and how they were able to afford the kind of weaponry and armor they were running.

			“He did,” Soren asserted, sounding bothered, his hackles up. “And you could ask him yourself if he wasn’t lying dead on the floor of the Misfire. He was supposed to be making this introduction before all hell broke loose and he took a blaster bolt to the chest.”

			“And so you just randomly sent cryptic messages to every job offer on the boards?”

			The man shook his head in disgust.

			“No,” Soren corrected, “I sent that message to you because you had an 88 load. I’m not an idiot, and Valkar and Gerry told me at least to look for those.”

			“Gerry…” The man in the holoscreen hesitated. “She, uh, did she…”

			“She’s dead, too. Yeah.”

			The stubbly-faced man looked down. “Donks have made a real mess of things. All right. Double-blind drop, anyway. Transmit your registry and Republic-verified haulers ID. The pay for this run is five thousand.”

			“Where am I headed?”

			“Ackabar.”

			Soren nodded. Ackabar had once been a notorious criminal den of a world before the Republic brought it to heel not too long ago. It would be relatively safe from pirate or other criminal interference. But the Republic presence again was strong enough that a smuggling run wouldn’t be easy. First the asteroid and now this. Someone must have connections inside the Republic itself to be using locations full of legionnaires and other components of the Republic military machine. That or supreme confidence due to not being caught.

			Yet.

			“Okay, Ackabar,” Soren said, already directing his nav comp to be ready with the jump coordinates. “I’m at Docking Bay TS-E3.”

			The man on the holoscreen shook his head. “Uh-uh. You’re gonna have to come and get it.”

			“Well, where is it?”

			“Storage facility about a kilometer west of the Misfire. The fighting is still pretty thick there and I need my cargo pulled out before the whole warehouse goes up in flames.”

			“That’s a war zone.”

			The man smiled. “You wanted in, didn’t you?”

			Soren let out a sigh. “Yeah. I guess I did.”

			* * *

			The Iago roared in above a steady din of blaster fire, shields at maximum strength. Beneath him, the streets were packed with braying zhee on one side and humanoids answering with equally guttural war cries on the other. Whatever had racketed up the tensions on this planet seemed to be boiling over now in the streets. This would end in genocide if the Republic governor didn’t step in soon.

			No matter how it shook out, Soren planned on being off-planet long before the blaster rifles had the chance to cool. But first he had to obtain the cargo. 

			A locator ping flashed on his cockpit display, verifying that he was at the right place. It was a simple loading dock. Four loading doors waited, each next to a landing pad large enough for the Iago to touch down on and take on cargo. Soren’s instruction said to choose door two.

			“Heywood,” Soren said, pointing at the ship’s visual displays of the area below. One of the pads had a large number two painted yellow on the otherwise gray surface. “That’s our spot. Take us down as fast as you can without damaging the ship.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The ship began a rapid descent, almost as if dropping from the sky. Soren felt his stomach rise up, a queasiness overtaking him that had him yearning to touch down already.

			A series of muffled whumps sounded from outside the ship.

			Heywood gave voice to what Soren already knew. “Sir, we are now taking small arms fire. Shields are satisfactorily holding; however, we are vulnerable to surface-to air-missiles in this condition.”

			The craft tipped slightly as the two rear landing struts planted onto the docking pad followed by the lone strut beneath the ship’s nose.

			“We have arrived,” announced the bot.

			Soren threw off his restraints and pulled his blaster pistol, moving to the back of the cockpit. He activated his comm as he traveled toward the cargo ramp, which the bot had oriented to face the loading door in a landing that would be good enough for any hauler.

			“Heywood, bring online the ship’s defense systems.”

			“Accessing… ah! Shall I electrify the hull?”

			“That and bring the auto-turret online.”

			“Auto-turret? This classification of star freighter is allowed only one fixed blaster cannon, provided the energy payload does not exceed—”

			“Don’t tell me what I didn’t ask for. Get the guns online.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Soren reached the Iago’s ramp and slammed his fist into its activator button. The smell of burnt ozone entered the ship as the first glimpses of the Qadib night appeared around the lowering ramp.

			“Heywood, set that turret to drop any biologics—other than myself—that come within fifteen meters of the ship.”

			“Initiating protocols. Thirty seconds until auto-turret is live.”

			The ramp reached bottom and Soren stepped outside. He took four steps before a human wearing leathers and a sand-colored scarf wrapped around his head took a knee behind the ramp and began firing at the zhee, using the ship for cover.

			Soren leveled his blaster pistol at the man. “Not happening!” he shouted. “I’m just here to make a pickup, not get caught up in the middle.”

			The man kept firing, either not hearing Soren, or ignoring him.

			“Last warning. My ship defenses go live in less than fifteen seconds. I’m shooting to kill.”

			This seemed to jar the man, who looked at Soren for a moment before retreating back the way he’d come amid the volley of blaster fire.

			Reaching the bottom of the ramp, Soren soon saw what the human had been firing at. Two zhee were charging now, in a full run, firing beat-up looking blaster rifles from the hip. The shots landed wildly around the ramp. 

			Soren rolled around the side of the ramp, putting it between himself and the zhee. He steadied his blaster pistol, aiming at the closest zhee, and squeezed the trigger. A hot blaster bolt zipped from the end of the weapon, catching the alien on the bridge of its downturned nose. Not likely a kill shot, but enough to put the attacker out of the fight. He adjusted his aim, his training taking over, keeping him calm as the remaining zhee sprayed more fire wildly around him. 

			A beeping sounded from somewhere along the bottom of the Iago’s hull and then the zhee was lit up with the rapid-fire pulse of the auto-turret. The creature went down in a heap, its front leg flying out ahead while its hind leg remained planted, causing the alien to drop into a sort of splits in death.

			Soren put two more shots in the other zhee, making sure it was dead, then moved to the loading door. He punched in the access key in a security panel and waited, trusting the cover provided by the doorframe, which was nearly a meter deep.

			A voice sounded over a speaker unit at the top of the frame. “You’re gonna have to stand back and get out of the way. I got three loading bots each with two pallets and they’re programmed to move straight out and onto your ramp. Anti-collision protocols are disengaged, so they’ll run you right over.”

			Soren gritted his teeth and nodded. “All right!”

			He sprang out of the doorway, once again exposing himself to the stray fire zipping up and down the streets surrounding the warehouse. The doorway hummed open and three massive loading bots, little more than repulsor forklifts with limited AI, thrust forward on repulsors in a direct line for the Iago.

			Thinking the humanoids were less likely to shoot him than the zhee, Soren pushed himself against the warehouse wall on the side of the door closer to the indigenous faction. Certainly, the agent wouldn’t be mistaken for a donk. Hopefully that would count for something in the chaos.

			“Heywood! We’re getting loaded up. How’re the shields looking?”

			The auto-turret beeped and fired at something toward the front of the ship that Soren couldn’t see.

			“Shields are holding for the time being. However, I advise that we remove ourselves from the area as quickly as possible.”

			“Working on it.”

			With ample room to spare, the loading bots set down their freight and then swiveled and backed down the ramp. The first two rumbled successfully into the warehouse, but the third was caught by a flurry of blaster fire from the humanoid side. Sparks and smoke erupted from the bot as it seized to a halt, its repulsors shutting off so that all of its bulk landed on the ramp itself with a clank. 

			Soren watched as the warehouse loading doors began to lower back down. “Hey! One of your loaders is stuck on my ship!”

			“Not my problem,” answered whoever was running warehouse control over the external comm. 

			“It’s your bot!”

			Soren waited for an answer. It soon became apparent that the conversation was over. Fine. The ramp had the power to close up and pull the machine instead. Maybe it would have something he could use to make the new Heywood more mobile. So far the bot had done exactly what Soren expected of him.

			The auto-turret beeped and sent a three-second burst of blaster fire to Soren’s right. He turned his head and saw two charging humans go down from the blast along with a female Tennar. The trio’s death seemed to mark a turning point in the confrontation, and now blaster fire was thickening, all of it seemingly concentrated on Soren and the Iago.

			In spite of his attempts at being neutral, it seemed at least one of the two sides had him pegged for an enemy. In any event, trying to change their truth wasn’t something he had the luxury of doing given the situation. He stormed up the cargo ramp, sprinting nonstop until he reached the opposite wall. Outside he could hear the auto-turret’s ominous beeping before it belched out more blaster fire.

			“Heywood, close up the ramp!”

			Immediately the Iago’s cargo ramp began to raise from the ground, slower than Soren recalled—probably due to the weight of the disabled bot on it. It abruptly stopped and lowered back down, overhead lights flashing on and off as an alert sounded throughout the compartment.

			“Sir,” Heywood said over internal comms, “there is an obstruction on the ramp. It looks to be a… oh, my. Another bot that did not meet your satisfaction? In any event, it is position so as to prevent the ramp from closing—you will need to push it off or pull it inside another two meters in order to achieve sufficient clearance to properly seal the cargo bay.”

			Soren rushed toward the loading bot and leaned his shoulder into the machine, hoping the slope of the ramp would be enough to get the thing to tip and tumble to the bottom. It didn’t budge.

			So much for the fast way.

			Outside, the auto-turret seemed to be beeping and firing at a much steadier rate than it had been previously. One—or maybe both—sides must be rushing the ship. He needed to get out of there quickly.

			Looking about the cargo hold, Soren saw the industrial winch fastened to a bulkhead opposite the ramp. If the disabled loading bot couldn’t be pushed off, Soren would just have to pull it inside. He jogged over to the winch and began to walk back the unraveling synthweave cable to hook to the bot when a boom sounded beneath the Iago, causing the ship to shudder and shake so hard that Soren stumbled until he found himself looking down at the deck on all fours.

			“Heywood?”

			“One of the zhee scored a direct hit on the auto-turret with a rocket propelled grenade, sir.” 

			Scrambling to his feet, Soren ran to the cargo hold’s control console. He activated the electromagnet restraints, firmly locking the pallets he’d just received to the deck.

			“Looks like we overstayed our welcome. Get us in the air. Now!”

			“Understood,” Heywood said, even as the ship began to rise from its landing pad under repulsor power. “However, I feel it is my duty to remind you that only one of us is capable of remaining functional should we leave atmosphere with the cargo ramp open.”

			Soren strapped himself in to a small jump seat located next to the control console. “Your concern is appreciated. But we won’t be leaving Qadib with the doors open. Bring the nose up so we can dump this broken loading bot.”

			“Yes, sir. I will also take the liberty of pointing out that in so doing, we may cause harm to those still fighting beneath us. Should the machine land on them, I mean.”

			“Not my monkeys, not my circus,” Soren said, repeating a phrase he’d often heard throughout the administrative halls of the Carnivale.

			There was a pause, and then Heywood said, “I take that to mean I should continue as ordered.”

			“Correct.”

			The ship began to pull up until Soren could see the blazing exchange of blaster fire through the open cargo ramp. As the angle of climb increased, the figures fighting below shrank in size. Finally, the loading bot teetered, and then tumbled off the ramp, turning end-over-end in freefall before slamming down hard on the roof of the warehouse.

			“That’ll be a pain to clean up,” Soren mumbled to himself. “Heywood, level us off and close the ramp.”

			The bot obeyed, and soon Soren was unstrapping himself and heading to the cockpit.

			“Was the nature of this pickup… normal?” Heywood asked at his master’s arrival.

			Soren shook his head. “Starting to feel that way. Get us out of atmo and then let’s start the jump for Ackabar.”
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			The jump to Ackabar was just long enough for Soren to second-guess his decision-making as of late. The sense of swagger and accomplishment he’d obtained from the success on Strach IV—what hadn’t already left him after what happened to Zelle—was running low. Who was he to just up and decide he knew best against the advice of a bot programmed to maximize field efficiency for Nether Ops agents and their senior handlers? When Soren was in the navy, there seemed to be no shortage of wet-behind-the-ears ensigns who knew it all. He never had much respect for that type and used to relish busting them back down to their proper place. It was always a lesson well-earned and hopefully well learned. 

			Was he being that same type of know-it-all now that he was in Nether Ops?

			Any opportunity to dig deeper into those thoughts evaporated as the swirling ether of hyperspace disappeared to reveal the planet Ackabar sitting before a bed of brilliant white stars. A Republic mobile battle platform hung in orbit above Ackabar’s main star port.

			The platform hailed Iago almost immediately upon its entrance into real space. 

			“Starship Iago, what is your cargo and destination?”

			Soren leaned in toward his comm. “Palletized deck grating destined for drop at Ackabar Star Port.”

			He beamed a manifest that showed planet of origin, manufacturing dates, and stops the cargo had made before settling into warehousing on Qadib. The agent sat back and rubbed his chin. He’d examined the freight during the jump, careful to keep the seal intact. As best he could determine, he really was just hauling pallets of deck grate. He pushed away the thought that he was only ferrying a hot shipment of cargo some factory manager on Ackabar needed so badly he would pay several thousand credits—plus the logistics markup—just to get it today. Surely impervisteel deck grating wasn’t that rare a commodity on this planet.

			Time would tell. And if this did end up being a dead end, he still had the trackers reporting from the cargo he’d tracked to Qadib. They remain on-planet for the time being.

			“You may start your landing,” said the platform controller, an air of indifference in his voice, as though he didn’t really care what Iago did.

			“No wait?”

			“We’re not in the core, bucko. No wait.”

			A soft beeping sounded within the cockpit, and for the first time since dropping from hyperspace, Heywood spoke up. “Sir, it appears six small star craft—they appear to be Preyhunters, sir—have just shown up on our sensor array. I suspect they may be pirates.”

			Soren frowned. With the defensive turret down, all Iago had going for it was a single fixed cannon. That wouldn’t do a lot of good against smaller, nimbler craft like Preyhunters. The starfighter of choice for mercs, pirates, and the MCR.

			“Oh, dear,” Heywood said, his vocal emotive emulators sounding concerned. “I have just been informed by one of the Preyhunters that we should prepare to be boarded. My suspicion that these are pirates is growing.”

			“They’re pirates,” Soren said. He opened up a comm channel to the Republic space station. “Ackabar Station, this is Iago. We’re being targeted by pirates and threatened with boarding. Requesting assistance.”

			“Acknowledge, Iago. The Republic is lawfully bound to protect all properly licensed craft… However, Ackabar levies a defense support fee which must be paid up front before aid can be rendered.”

			Almost immediately, the station beamed a transaction approval request for payment of the defense support fee. Soren scanned the text and shook his head.

			“Are you going to pay the fee, sir?” Heywood asked. “The pirates should be within firing range inside of a minute, and no interceptors have been scrambled from the station.”

			“This isn’t right,” Soren said, pressing the accept button. “This… tax is almost everything we’re getting for this half of the trip.”

			“Perhaps this is why the rate was what it was, if you take my meaning.”

			“Maybe.”

			Soren watched his sensor array as the pirate’s Preyhunters abruptly changed course, returning from wherever they’d come. Scowling his disapproval, the agent said, “The station didn’t even launch fighters.”

			“This would suggest they were in communication with the pirates?”

			“More like collusion.” Soren leaned back, purposefully knocking the back of his head against the headrest. “It’s frustrating… this sort of thing—you know it happens out on the edge, but it shouldn’t.”

			“Shall I keep a record of the conversation for later voice recognition and prosecution?” 

			Soren smiled at this new version of Heywood’s earnestness. Even if it was just programming. “Sure. Why not.”

			He had larger Kuta to cut, but if the opportunity to point an investigator to Ackabar came up, Soren wouldn’t mind them getting some snap-inspections. Had Zelle still been with him, he’d no doubt already have access to the station’s mainframe and would be able to determine just who was calling for and receiving these protection payments, which felt more like a shakedown than anything else. The kind of organized crime syndicate Nether Ops was supposed to bust up for the good of the Republic.

			“Let’s get this cargo unloaded and see where it leads us.”

			“Very good, sir.”

			* * *

			No sooner had the Iago landed than the bay doors filled with a half-dozen shiny-armored legionnaires. The lights of Soren’s ship reflected off the new kits the Republic issued and cut through the venting gases of the freighter like some sort of exotic stage show. Memories of his last run-in with the Legion still fresh in his mind, Soren activated his ship’s exterior speaker assembly. If these men wanted him dead, he’d rather they’d have to blast their way inside before getting to him.

			He zoomed in on the legionnaire standing in the front, who had captain’s bars painted on his helmet. “Is there a problem, sir?”

			The captain nodded and took a step forward. “You are derelict in your payment of the Ackabar tax code, section 1.206-87C. Transmit the required fees immediately or your ship and its cargo will be subject to search and seizure.”

			“I’m accessing the local government database,” Heywood said through the comm. “It seems that another three thousand credits is due. Though twenty-five hundred will be reimbursed should your ship depart Ackabar without incident. This refund takes four to six standard weeks. The penalty for nonpayment will result in the loss of your ship.”

			Soren did his best not to hiss in disgust. What was this garbage? This was the type of mob-like strong-arming the Republic was supposed to put an end to out on the edge, not assume control of it.

			“Uh, sure,” Soren said, sounding anything but. “Just went into the business, so, my apologies. First time to Ackabar and I guess I wasn’t prepared. Let me get my bot to connect and initiate the transfer.”

			The captain nodded again, and some of the tension seemed to leave the docking bay. These legionnaires—though Soren doubted that’s what they truly were—had a greater interest in getting a cut of the credits than in using their weapons.

			“So,” Soren said, as if trying to pass the time in conversation while his bot theoretically went to work—though in truth, all he was doing was stalling. “Are you an appointed officer? My delegate is Irbin Luger. I think the Legion would be better off if the House of Reason appointed the entirety of the Legion’s leadership. And that goes for the Legion Commander as well.”

			This was a gamble. Soren knew how much the “real” Legion abhorred points. But something told him that anyone in the “real” Legion wouldn’t be dedicating a squad to tax collection. That was something for local customs and docking security to handle. 

			The hunch proved accurate. The captain’s posture seemed to further relax, as though he welcomed Soren’s assessment of Legion politics.

			“I was appointed by Kerr Ozak.”

			Soren smiled. “He’s done a lot of good. A fighter.”

			“Absolutely. How’s that transfer coming?”

			Soren looked behind him, as if the ship would provide some answers. “Uh, about that. I’m gonna be a little… short. I had to pay for protection on the way in and that left me—”

			The captain waved his hand. “Understood. Happens all the time. We’ll have to seize your ship until you can come up with the funds. Better hurry up because the local code compounds interest daily, and it doesn’t take long for the fee to be more than your ship is worth.”

			So much for talking his way out of this. And fighting a bay full of legionnaires was a death sentence. Soren began to mentally calculate the likelihood of his being able to slip back aboard the Iago for an emergency takeoff. 

			It didn’t seem good.

			Still, the flash pod he kept in his pocket was about the best plan he had. He could let it drop, close his eyes against the flash, and hope to escape through the smoke and haze the little device would create, trusting his newly purchased body armor to keep him alive enough to shrug off any blaster shots that hit home. If he was lucky.

			As it turned out, he was lucky. Only not in the way he imagined.

			A new figure entered the docking bay. A Gomarii wearing synthweave armor colored like burnished bronze. The blue-skinned alien was a foot taller than everyone else in the bay. He came alone.

			“Captain Doyle!” the Gomarii called, the tentacles that hung down from his upper lip quivering as he spoke. “I apologize for your having to leave the barracks. This is one of my shipments, but it was cross-docked at the last moment. I only now am catching up.”

			Captain Doyle took on a somewhat annoyed tone. “There’s a late payment surcharge, Gree.”

			“Now, Noah—”

			“Captain Doyle,” the legionnaire corrected.

			“Captain. You well know the level of business I bring into Ackabar, and what that means for the local treasury.” The Gomarii’s tentacles began to slither and writhe, almost as if reaching out for Captain Doyle. “I wonder, if I were to taste your thoughts, if your mentioning taxing a surcharge on me was out of duty to following the colonel’s orders… or the spawn of your own greedy heart?”

			Captain Doyle took a step back, clearly shaken up at the thought of being probed and having his feelings and thoughts laid bare to the Gomarii in front of him. He quickly turned to face his men and threw his arm up in the air, signaling for them to about-face. His voice betrayed a fear so evident that one did not need to be Gomarii to detect it. “All clear. Let’s move out.”

			Soren watched the legionnaires march away behind Captain Doyle at double time. He turned to face Gree. “Thanks for that. I—”

			The Gomarii inhaled his tentacles, soaking them with a viscous saliva, and swathed them across Soren’s face. The agent was stunned, and attempted to step back only to find that the alien’s strong grip on his shoulders held him locked into place.

			“Stay,” ordered Gree. “I wish to know you.”

			The sensation was akin feeling a swarm of thick tube-worms creeping across his face while he lay helplessly in the grave. He wanted nothing more than to get away. But that wouldn’t happen without a struggle. A fight.

			Soren’s hand slipped down to recover his blaster, but he held it just outside the holster. As unpleasant as this was, he needed to see where this was all going. Killing his contact on Ackabar wasn’t going to ingratiate him with anyone.

			“Ah,” Gree said through slurps. “Your anger is subsiding. Good. What else? Fear. Yes. But not as much as I would have guessed. You are a brave man. And do I taste… curiosity? You wish to know… more?”

			The Gomarii pulled away, leaving Soren’s face coated in the alien’s saliva. The warmth of the assault—the reading—giving way to the coolness of air against his wet skin.

			“This is my first ‘88’ shipment,” Soren said, wiping off his face with the arm of his jacket. “I don’t want it to be my last. I want in.”

			Gree laughed. “Then let us inspect your cargo.”

			Soren sniffed, still trying to dry off all of his face and hair. He looked around. “I don’t have a bot to off-load. I’ll find a bay loadmaster and see about a rental.”

			“Unnecessary. And all too expensive.” Gree strode fearlessly aboard the Iago, not asking for permission to board.

			“I’ve noticed a lot of things are expensive on Ackabar these days,” Soren said, following the Gomarii.

			“Legal bribery. Pay to play. The Republic saw how well my people were doing on this planet and decided the revenue should belong to them.” Gree paused and turned to look Soren in the eyes. “And since they have more blasters… we allowed it.”

			“Thought they came in to bust up a slave ring.”

			“The purpose you hear is rarely the purpose that is.”

			Soren took the lead and brought Gree to the cargo hold. He held out his hand. “Here it is. Don’t think we can get it off without help, even with repulsor jacks.”

			“I won’t be needing any of it off the ship.”

			Gree moved down the metal staircase that led to the main cargo hold. He walked among the pallets, scanning each one, reading their packing slips. “Ah. Here we are.”

			The Gomarii produced a slim vibro-blade and cut away the pallet’s banding and protectionary wrap. He began to carefully scrape away a layer of blue paint from the stacked pallet itself, causing little deposits of cobalt dust to crumble and spill to the deck.

			Soren craned his neck to see what Gree was doing. Obviously, he’d smuggled something to Ackabar, but the agent didn’t know what. And he’d scanned the freight every way he knew how to figure out if what he was hauling was even legal. Nothing turned up. 

			But Gree knew better. He stepped back and took out a datapad, taking a holo of the scratched up section of pallet. “Come down here.”

			Soren jogged down the steps and looked at the scratches. He didn’t see anything intelligible. It seemed like all the Gomarii uncovered was a few nicks and scratches that the paint had been intended to cover. But obviously these meant something. If Gree truly didn’t need the freight, he’d spend some time figuring out what.

			“This datapad has the coordinates for your next pickup. One you are to return to Qadib.” Gree held out the device for Soren.

			Taking it into his hands, Soren said, “Okay. And this cargo I brought?”

			“Sell it. Dump it. I don’t care.” Gree moved past Soren and began to walk up the steps. “But this is what’s next if you truly want in. Arrive at the coordinates at oh-four-hundred local system time. If you encounter anyone in the vicinity, you will be asked where you’re from. The answer is Porcha. Any other answer is a death sentence. Remember that.”

			Soren nodded. There were a hundred questions he wanted to ask, but knew that Gree wasn’t the one who was going to provide the answers. Still, he was one step closer to finding someone who would.
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			The deserts of Ackabar outside the main star port weren’t the lifeless, arid sort so common throughout the galaxy. That was one thing the travel companies did their best not to explain. While there were numerous habitable planets, most of them only contained very small sections of land ideal for life. So much more was either underwater or, depending on proximity to the system’s star, a scorched desert or frigid ice ball.

			But Ackabar was a high desert, full of life if one knew where to look. It was dry to be certain, but there was scrub vegetation dotting the landscape, growing up around the rocks and grit. Cacti with knife-blades, scrawny bushes with thorns, and a variety of other plants that seemed eager to hurt anything that got too close. Though some reptiles and small animals seemed to have found a way to live among the desert briar.

			The rented speeder Soren drove disturbed a sand lion as it basked in the sun, causing it to scurry off its rock and down among the thorns of an odd cropping of meter-high trees with orange and yellow pine needles. The sand lion was about the largest creature he saw out beyond the star port that passed for civilization on Ackabar… until a cloud kicked up by an oncoming speeder appeared through Soren’s front windshield.

			It seemed the speeder was set on a collision course, here in the middle of nowhere.

			“Must be my contact,” Soren muttered to himself. He keyed in his comm to reach his ship. “Heywood. Do you copy?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“How’s the ship?”

			“The coolant cycle in ventricle six is reading twenty percent below recommended levels. That should probably be attended to.”

			“I mean, has anybody been poking around?”

			“Spying, sir?”

			“Yes.”

			“Not that my nor the ship’s sensors have detected, sir.”

			“Okay. Get the ship ready for takeoff just in case I need a quick escape.”

			There was no telling exactly what he was getting into. And with no backup to speak of, it wasn’t lost on Soren that this was the sort of situation that got agents killed in the event they were sniffed out. But this was the road forward. Soren was sure of it.

			If Heywood gave a reply, Soren didn’t hear it. He was distracted by the buzz and chime of a datapad inside his coat pocket. A datapad he certainly didn’t put there. He reached in and pulled the device out, confirming what he already knew—this wasn’t his. It looked new. And cheap. An off-brand designed to look like one of the high-end leaders in technology, like LIO. 

			The datapad continued to chime, transmitting no information about who might be on the other end. Soren tapped the screen to accept the message.

			“Soren,” he said.

			The voice of Gree replied. “I was worried you might’ve found this and tossed it. Most people lose focus when I’m reading them, but you seemed astute.”

			Not astute enough to pick up someone planting a datapad on me, Soren thought to himself, relieved by the fact that the Gomarii was unable to “read” him without those tentacles slathering all over his face.

			“Do you see another sled?” Gree asked.

			“Yeah. Don’t worry. I remember the pass phrase.”

			“Good. Make sure to ask it as well.”

			“What am I picking up?”

			Gree laughed, low and quiet. “How would I know? My job was just to get you to the meeting. They’re watching now. You wanted in… and they’re watching.”

			Soren nodded. “Thanks for the pep talk, I guess?”

			“Not a pep talk. I don’t care one thryst for you. Change of plans. I’m transmitting new coordinates. Burst them to your sled and then throw out the datapad.”

			And then the connection was dead. Soren looked ahead. The other speeder was still heading toward him, perhaps five kilometers away. On the datapad was a planetary coordinate. Soren beamed it to his sled’s navigation and waited for the dash display to show him his new route through the desert.

			“Hard right turn,” Soren said to himself. He performed the maneuver, abruptly yanking on the controls and causing dust and pebbles to kick up and swirl in his wake. 

			He craned his neck to watch what the other speeder would do. It kept on its course. Soren waited until he’d traveled another kilometer and then tossed the datapad into a thicket of thorny vines with white, star-shaped flowers.

			Soren drove for twenty minutes, any sign of the sled he’d seen long gone. It was just him now. And that was troubling. Had someone figured out that he was with Nether Ops? Had his handlers caught up to him and sold him out? One of the easiest ways to eliminate a wayward agent wasn’t to send in a ghost team to finish them off—it was simply to expose them and let the bad guys do the job for you.

			After another ten minutes, he came to the end of his directions. The dash told him he’d arrived, but as best he could see, he was nowhere. Even the vegetation seemed to have given way to a crusty hardpan. There was no sign of the Ackabar Star Port, though once the sun went down, Soren imagined he’d be able to see the city’s glow. Or maybe he just hoped that would be the case. In the distance was an expansive russet-colored steppe with short brown mountains capped with sparse white snow looming beyond. 

			Soren killed the repulsors and stepped outside the sled. It felt good to stretch out. His leg was feeling better but being stuck in the driver’s seat for so long had caused a lingering stiffness to flare up. He walked a few times around the speeder, careful not to wander too far from it. The last thing he wanted was to be caught away from his only mode of transportation should another Nether Ops shuttle descend on him.

			Of course, if the ghost team on board was worth their paycheck, they’d send a missile to end him long before he could hear them coming. Unless they wanted him alive. Which, in a very real way, was worse.

			On his fourth trip around the sled, just as his leg was feeling limber again, Soren spotted the dust trail of another speeder heading his way. He checked his blaster and made sure his knives were still where they were supposed to be.

			The sled closed the distance.

			Soren checked his weapon again.

			And then it was close enough that he could make it out clearly. It looked to be rented—like his. Shiny and relatively new, the dust covering its nose and undercarriage looking out of place. There was only one occupant—the driver—as far as Soren could see.

			This other driver was a human male with a quarter-inch buzz cut and a black leather jacket. He stopped the sled and stepped out, looking around for others before locking eyes with Soren and nodding a greeting. 

			The two men stood at a distance, neither one leaving the side of his speeder. Soren’s arms were at his side, while the stranger kept both hands shoved in his coat pockets. It didn’t seem like the oncoming sled was large enough to transport anything in large quantities. Perhaps some rifles—uncrated—in the trunk. Maybe a case of fraggers. Hardly enough to equip an army, if that’s what the MCR was seeking to do.

			“Where you from?” asked the stranger, again glancing around as though looking out for a trap. 

			That struck Soren as odd. Maybe the man was only being careful, but Soren was the one out of his element and in unfamiliar territory. 

			“Porcha,” Soren answered, feeling a thrill of adrenaline at this. Gree had told him what the stakes were should he forget. “How about you?”

			“Oh, I’m from Mynar.”

			Mynar. Soren searched his memory for any mention of that name. Gree had specifically instructed him to ask where his contact was from. But he hadn’t said what the answer was. Or had he? Was it Porcha? Was it always Porcha?

			Soren noticed the man begin to take his hands out of his pockets. Casually. He looked around nonchalantly, but there was something about the way he was moving—the way he was positioning his body—that made Soren think that when those hands came back out, they’d be holding a compact blaster.

			Porcha. The answer was supposed to be Porcha.

			Soren went to the blaster pistol concealed at his side. The instant he moved for it, the stranger violently pulled his hand free from his jacket, fingers wrapped around a deadly little Python blaster pistol. 

			Each man’s life hung in the balance of who was faster. Soren thought that he’d been got, but the sight at the end of the Python snagged the man’s coat pocket, delaying it just a single, fatal second.

			Soren brought his pistol up as the man swung his arm to get on target. He fired two blaster bolts that slammed into the man’s chest, a brief licking flame erupting from the entry wound. 

			The man—Soren’s contact—went down without a sound, his Python held in a death grip as he lay facedown in the Ackabar dirt.

			Soren became acutely aware that he was breathing heavily—almost panting. He looked around, expecting to see others appear from the sled or horizon intent on meting out vengeance. 

			Had he somehow gotten mixed up? 

			Porcha. That was the right phrase, Soren was sure of it. So why had this man tried to kill him?

			Had Gree gotten things mixed up? If so, Soren had the feeling that he’d be the one taking the fall. Especially if whoever was now dead before him was an important link in Scarpia’s chain of operations.

			“Now what?”

			Soren asked the question to the very universe itself. He didn’t have an answer. And as his thoughts shifted to ordering Heywood to fly out here and pick him up, he heard a comm chime coming from the dead man’s body.

			It went on incessantly. Long after Soren imagined anyone would give up trying to get through. Whoever was on the other line didn’t seem willing to be ignored. Soren bent down and rolled the man onto his back. 

			The dead man’s head rocked from the activity, as if he were somehow protesting his fate with a vigorous shake. His eyes were vacant, staring up at the sky. A wet coating of blood stained his teeth pink and his lips red.

			Blaster still in hand, Soren searched the man, opening his jacket and retrieving a ringing datapad from an inside pocket. He had only avoided shooting it by a few inches. It was the same make and model as the burner that Gree had planted on him. He squeezed the device to answer.

			“Yeah?”

			The screen stayed dark, conveying only audio. “Soren Voss.”

			“Yeah. Listen, I—”

			“The owner of this datapad is dead?”

			Soren clamped his jaw down tightly before answering, “Yeah.”

			“Good.”

			The word almost caused Soren to jump in surprise. He said nothing.

			“Can you still see the body? Tracker shows you in the meeting area.”

			Of course they would be tracking them. And of course they’d know if he took this datapad from the coordinates they’d sent him. Soren looked to the skies for company, but all was clear. 

			He looked down at the corpse. “Yeah. I can see him.”

			“That is what happens to those who don’t belong, Soren. Mr. Scarpia has no use for pretenders.”

			“I understand.”

			“Good.”

			Soren bit his lip. “Am I… supposed to make a pickup?”

			“No. You’ve done what we wanted. Return to your ship and dispose of the cargo. Then standby until your new cargo arrives. Welcome to the future of the Republic, Soren.”

			“Thank you,” Soren said, allowing the dignified officer’s gratitude he’d learned in the navy to come forth. “I’m ready. Ready to do my part to fix things.”

			“That you will.”

			Soren looked down at the man he’d killed. “What about the body?”

			“We’ll take care of that. Leave this datapad in his speeder.”

			The call ended. 

			Soren walked to the man’s speeder, his boots crunching the dust and fragmentary stone beneath him. He tossed the datapad onto the front seat through the still-open door, then walked back to the body.

			There was something about the word used to describe how the man he’d killed offended Scarpia: pretender. 

			In what way? And to what purpose?

			Soren surreptitiously took out his personal datapad and took a holo of the man’s face, being careful to avoid looking like that was he was doing. Likewise he didn’t search the man. 

			Whoever Scarpia was, he had the resources to set up elaborate plans with relatively short notice. It was reasonable to believe there was an observation bot flinging somewhere overhead, watching him now.

			He got back into his speeder and gunned the accelerator, leaving his deceased rival in a cloud of dust.

			“Heywood, do you read me?”

			“I can hear you, sir.”

			“Sell the cargo in our hold.”

			“At what price, sir?”

			“Whatever will get it off our hands as quickly as possible.”
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			Soren sat in the Iago’s mess and blew soot out of his dissembled pistol before running a laser pick down the barrel, removing the last of a smudge that he was reasonably certain was dried blood. He took a sip of broth and glanced up at the empty seat across from him.

			As much as her banter had annoyed him, Soren missed Zelle’s company. 

			“Sir? It appears we have visitors. Well-armed visitors,” Heywood said through the ship’s comm. 

			Soren snapped his pistol back together and slapped a fresh charge pack into the grip. “How many?”

			“Four. One human, two Hool, and one undetermined.”

			“Undetermined?” Soren primed the first bolt and left the mess. 

			“The individual is humanoid but his/her/its gait doesn’t match my pattern recognition files. Oh, I also have a report on that gruesome holo you wished me to run through the database.”

			Soren frowned and went to a screen next to the ramp controls. “Report’ll have to wait.”

			Video from the external cameras showed just what Heywood had described, two Hools, a human, and a humanoid who seemed to be held just out of holocam view. As though the visitors were aware that they were recorded and knew how to avoid it. One of the Hool raised a rifle and banged the barrel against the hull. 

			“No cargo…” Soren holstered his pistol, but kept his hand on the grip. 

			“Shall I engage with the swivel guns?” Heywood offered. “The lack of ethical restraints has greatly expanded my available reactions.”

			“What does your base programming suggest?”

			“Tea and biscuits for our guests. But as any sort of locomotion is impossible in my degraded state, I can send for takeout. Or shall I shoot them?”

			Soren let his hand fall to the side and hit a button to lower the ramp. 

			“Stay alert,” he said. He waited at the top of the ramp and kept his arms slightly bent, ready to react should the new arrivals prove hostile. 

			The two Hool charged into the ship with their weapons ready against their shoulders, but they didn’t draw down on Soren. The aliens did a quick search of the bay, the poisoned quills on their heads taut. One rapped a clawed toe against the deck and stared at Soren, drool glistening on its teeth. 

			The other bodyguard went back down the ramp and the lone human came aboard. He wore a cloak lined with Rigellian lion fur, an expensive fashion statement as the lions had gone extinct during the Savage Wars. Platinum links held the cloak against his shoulders and over a tailored suit. He cracked knuckles laden down with rings and looked around, lights reflecting off his bald head. 

			“The Iago,” the man sniffed. “Not much of a ship. Still a good sight better than a lot of those in my employ.”

			“Welcome aboard,” Soren raised his hands to his side. “You’re Mister Scarpia?”

			“I am, indeed, dear boy.” Scarpia continued to walk around the cargo bay, examining tie-down latches and the refrigeration ducts. “You, I don’t know. In fact, no one knows you but you seem to know about us. Why is that, Soren?”

			“On Qadib, when I was new in town, I got to talking to a crew who was obviously former navy. Like me. We lamented the state of the Republic over drinks… they shared a vision for a better tomorrow. I wanted in.”

			“Just like that?”

			“A worthy cause requires little prodding from those it seeks to free.”

			Scarpia smiled. “Kohloth. I see the naval academy continues in its tradition of teaching everything except proper warfare. Ha!”

			Soren smiled meekly. “There are still a few good hands…”

			“I know, I know. Only teasing. So… Qadib.” Scarpia looked to his entourage. “That place certainly is in turmoil at the moment.”

			Soren nodded. “I picked a hell of a time to show up and barely made it back out. The zhee always this ornery?”

			“Ha!” Scarpia went to the empty pallets the cargo had been on and Soren began his battle math, trying to figure out if he could get the drop on Scarpia and the Hool if it came to that. 

			Scarpia kicked at the straps holding the pallets down, knocking a bit of slack loose. “Bit sloppy.”

			“Good help is hard to find,” Soren said. 

			“And you came here on Ackabar looking for crew? Probably a better deal to be had before you’d left Qadib.”

			“I’m looking for work. Word was that you’re looking for reliable haulers.” 

			“Always.” Scarpia smirked. “But you see, Soren, there are times you think you’ve found help and everything just goes sideways. I had a crew dirtside that was properly vetted on Qadib, then the zhee attacked their hotel and probably ate their hearts with a side of spiced wine.”

			“Maybe don’t play so near the zhee?” Soren offered.

			Scarpia arched an eyebrow. “I’m in a bit of a rebuilding phase, but wheels are turning. Even the zhee are useful, at times.”

			If Scarpia knew Soren was at the hotel when everything had gone ‘sideways,’ he wasn’t letting on. What the agent needed to know was how this man was connected to the legionnaire weapons still in the zhee temple on Qadib.

			“I was told in the desert that you’d bring cargo,” Soren said. “I’m clean into the core, made runs as far as Utopion.” 

			Scarpia bulged his eyes in a façade of surprise. “Oh, then let me just give you the family jewels to drop off with my sainted mother.” 

			The remaining Hool spat, leaving a sizzling hole on the deck. 

			Scarpia held out his hand and asked without humor, “What could go wrong?”

			“I’ve done what’s been asked of me,” Soren said, keeping his voice low as if some unseen judge might take his words for a confession of murder. “And this ship’s got a clean registry.”

			“You said that.”

			“You know I can charge a premium for that. Instead I’m here, willing to work at a discount for the cause. So if you’ve got a run for me…” Soren raised his hands and motioned toward him.

			“And I said I don’t know you. The desert… that’s all instinct once a man is in that situation. Gree said you were a killer—he sensed it, amazing species, the Gomarii—and you proved him right and did help me out. So let’s do something easy while I have my feelers out.” Scarpia reached toward the ramp and snapped his fingers. 

			The other Hool waiting below pushed a hooded figure up the ramp. The sound of clinking chains matched the figure’s steps. The Hool shoved his charge to the deck in front of Scarpia. 

			Four arms—Soren had to double-check the count—broke the figure’s fall. Hands swept the hood back and Soren’s jaw dropped as he looked at a Cassari female, whose beauty should have been captured in a sculpture. 

			The Cassari looked up at her captor with mournful doe eyes. “Scarpia, my love, please—” 

			The smuggler slapped her viciously across the face and she collapsed into a ball, sobbing. Soren’s hand went to his pistol but pulled it away after a sharp hiss from the Hools. 

			Scarpia shook his hand out and then smiled, as calm as ever as he met eyes with Soren. “You have to be harsh with this one. Illuria looks like arm candy, but oh… she’s got a devious side.”

			“D-don’t,” she said, fumbling with her words. “Don’t send me back to him.” She reached for Scarpia’s foot but he kicked her away. 

			Soren’s brows furrowed. What in the world was going on here? This seemed to have nothing to do with the MCR, stolen Legion weapons, or anything else. He’d ended up killing for Scarpia once already. Is that what this was about? Did Gree size him up not as a smuggler but as an enforcer? He swallowed at the idea of having to be a contract killer to make his way into the organization. Certainly, that wasn’t beyond the scope of acceptable work for Nether Ops, but it wasn’t what Soren wanted, make no mistake.

			Scarpia went to one knee and lifted the Cassari—Illuria’s—face by the chin. 

			“No, my darling, you won’t be going back. I’m done with you. Your contract is over.” He stood, a cruel smile across his face. “I’m sending you home.”

			“No!” The sudden defiance in her voice gave way as tears welled up in her tightly shut eyes. She pressed her head against the deck, gently shaking it. “No. Just… just kill me. If you ever loved me, you’d kill me now!”

			Scarpia gave Soren a sidelong glance, and for a moment the agent thought he was going to be asked to do just that. But then Scarpia sneered, “Death is too good for you.” 

			He looked at Soren, again as calm and collected as if the two were strolling the luxury boutiques on Utopion. “Ever had a live-in toy, Soren?”

			Soren shook his head and cleared his throat. “Uh, no. No, Mister Scarpia.”

			“You give them everything: jewels, a beach house on Pthalo, your total attention and affection, and they’ll still rip your heart out. Well, the silvene lining is that her clan’s contract with me was explicit. At least I’ll get a refund.” 

			“I didn’t think the MCR worked with slavers,” Soren said. 

			“Oh, she’s not a slave,” Scarpia said, “and this doesn’t have anything to do with the MCR, my boy. Illuria is a defective product. I want you to return to her to sender. Take her back to Lussuria. My contact there will pay you and give you your next assignment. Savvy?”

			Soren feigned uneasiness. “She’s a Cassari, aren’t there some sort of pheromones they use?” 

			“An informed man. I like it!” Scarpia slapped Soren on the back with a sharp laugh. “But information is useless without wisdom, my boy! Those pheromones would’ve had you and me begging her to stop crying. We’d practically fight each other to see who could unchain her first. The Cassari must be transported off Lussuria with species with different sex drives. Otherwise the crew mutinies for a dalliance or three.”

			Scarpia pulled Illuria up, who obediently rose without a struggle. He tilted her head to one side and showed Soren ugly scar tissue on her neck. “I took care of the pheromone problem after some issues came to light. Needed a clear head. Amazing how the mind works when there aren’t sweet nothings in your head. The scars aren’t pretty, but I spent enough credits on her already and wasn’t about to pay anymore. The Hools did fine. Still, she’s a fine sight better than most of what the galaxy has to offer and she’s yours on the trip. A little gift from me to you.” 

			Scarpia gave Soren a lecherous wink.

			The agent fought the urge to shoot the man between the eyes. 

			Scarpia pushed Illuria toward Soren and tossed a credit chit and a key fob. Soren caught the projectile in one hand and slowed Illuria’s momentum with the other. Her body was a lithe and warm, and Soren felt a flush of shame over how much the natural side of him seemed to agree wholeheartedly with Scarpia’s wink now that he’d felt the female skin-to-skin, even fleetingly.

			“Half up front. Half on delivery.” Scarpia wiped his hands clean. “She doesn’t have to make it there happy… but she does have to be alive.” 

			The smuggler wagged a finger at Soren. “So have fun, but not too much fun, if you catch my meaning, dear boy. Get this one right, and I think we’ll be doing a lot more business together. Boys?” 

			Scarpia marched down the ramp and the Hool followed. 

			Soren sealed up Iago behind them and looked at the credit chip in his hand, then at the Cassari. She stood stock still, head bowed, her unkempt hair billowing in the hot breeze coming up the ramp as it vented its gases. 

			Illuria shrugged off her cloak and let it fall to the deck. She wore a tight black dress that swept to one side of her legs, leaving them mostly exposed. The clothes looked like they’d once cost a fortune, but were stained and dirty. Bruises marred her bare arms and the fingers of one her left hands were bent into claws, like they’d been broken and reset. 

			“How,” she raised three of her pristine hands to him, “how can I serve you?” The cuffs and chains clashed with the elegance she still possessed. She smiled through a split lip and pushed herself into him.

			“Stop.” Soren backed away and put a hand onto his pistol. “Stop and just… just wait a minute.” 

			That this was some sort of a trap by Scarpia to see if he didn’t have the fortitude for this sort of transport was in the back of Soren’s mind. From what little Soren knew of Cassari, they obeyed their lovers—their masters—perfectly. But the pain in Illuria’s eyes seemed real enough. 

			Nether agents operated in morally gray areas, but this was far beyond what he’d ever expected. He debated calling Scarpia back and refusing the contract but moving forward seemed the only way of unwrapping the mystery he’d found himself in the middle of.

			“You going to be trouble?” he asked her.

			“No.” She shook her head quickly. “No, my love said I’m yours.”

			“That’s not how things work on the Iago,” Soren said. He pressed the key fob to a sensor on the cuffs and they all fell to the deck. “We’re getting off-world soon as the engines spool up.”

			Her bottom lip quivered. 

			“And then… then we’ll figure something out. I need you to get strapped in for takeoff. You hungry?”
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			Hyperspace blurred past the Iago. Soren sat in the pilot’s seat, rubbing his temple with his fingertips. Illuria lay in Zelle’s bunk, asleep. A part of Soren felt proud for not joining her there, knowing that she would not have turned him away.

			“A Cassari, most unusual,” Heywood said. “They’re rarely seen off their home world. Granted, they’re assumed to be more widespread given their numerous inclusions in film, novels, erotica—especially erotica—”

			“How long until we get to Lussuria?”

			“Seventy-one hours,” the bot said. “It’s good you disabled my ethics programming. Sentient trafficking is against my core behaviors.”

			“I’m not a slaver. She’s an indentured servant. But splitting hairs doesn’t mean my core beliefs are unaffected. I’m just trying to… figure this mess out. I’m having one hell of a week.”

			“Don’t worry about me getting in your way.” Heywood’s head and shoulders shook slightly from side to side. 

			“By Oba, this whole thing’s gotten out of control. Do we have fuel to make it to Utopion?”

			“Negative. We would lose hyperdrive in the Collier Expanse and you would die once the batteries lose power. Or go insane from boredom. Or be eaten by our passenger. Or—”

			“Thank you, Heywood.” Soren stood up to leave the bridge. “Stay our current course, then.”

			Soren felt the rumble of hunger pangs and moved to the mess. To his surprise, he found Illuria in the mess, sitting in Zelle’s seat. The plate of reheated food he’d given her had fallen to room temperature, untouched.

			“I thought you were going to get some sleep,” Soren said from the doorway.

			“I could not, so I returned here.”

			Soren sat across from her and folded his hands on the table. “Not hungry, either?”

			Illuria looked down, as if the comment were a criticism.

			Soren frowned. “I’m Soren, by the way.”

			She looked up and tilted her head to one side and whispered his name. “Soren.” 

			Even without her pheromones, he caught his breath. “Yeah. Soren Voss.”

			“You’re taking me home,” she said quietly.

			Soren shrugged. “That’s the job. What’s waiting for you there?”

			Illuria swept her hair over her ears. Soren’s heart ached when he saw the divots and scabs along her earlobes where jewelry must have been ripped from her flesh. 

			“My clan waits for me, though they would not wish to see me. They accepted a bond for my services to Scarpia. Ten years as his concubine and then I could return home with honor, a rilliatha—forever remembered for my service. Instead they will lose the bond.”

			“That doesn’t sound good.”

			Illuria shook her head. “If I know the matriarch, she took out loans against that bond. My clan was struggling before I left. I was their hope. Their bright, shining future. My failure will only make the clan’s lot worse. Much worse.”

			“Will they hurt you?”

			She brushed her fingers across the bruise on her face. 

			“They—” Illuria shook her head and nibbled on her swollen lip, as if she’d forgotten herself. “That’s not important, what matters is what I can do for you… Soren.” 

			He felt instantly warm and had to stand up, retrieving a unit of water from the cooler. “No, none of that. Look… what can you tell me about Scarpia?”

			“Rumors about my love would surely be of no interest.” Illuria looked to one side. “And… the last many months have been hard to remember.”

			Soren’s eyes filled with empathy. With sorrow for this poor creature’s lot in the galaxy. “Before that, then. What kind of business was he in?”

			“Why does my beloved ask this of me?”

			“I’m not your beloved. But I do need your help.”

			Her mouth opened and closed. She looked away, her eyes nearly glazing over. “You sound like him. He needed me. Needed me to do something… What was it?”

			“Sound like who? I don’t know what you mean.”

			She reached out with a slender arm and traced along his jaw. 

			Soren held his jaw shut tight but found himself reveling in her touch.

			Illuria brushed her fingers down his neck, feeling his chest until bringing her hand back into her lap. “He gave me something. I used to know what… I must have told Scarpia because he stopped asking a while ago. After he came back from Utopion, he was so angry. So very angry with me. I betrayed him, I must have, because he was so angry.”

			Soren’s brow furrowed. What had they done to this poor woman?

			“What was he doing on Utopion? When was this?”

			“Months… yes, months ago. He took me off Pthalo and then we had to go see the dark man. They had to have known what I did.”

			“Months.” Soren crossed his arms. The incident where a corvette loaded down with explosives had nearly rammed the House of Reason was months ago. That a Dark Ops kill team had neutralized the zhee and MCR traitors on board was not common knowledge. 

			“You remind me of him. What was his name?” Illuria asked herself. “Ever had that? A name on the tip of your tongue? The words to a poem that just won’t move through your lips.”

			“You had to leave after Scarpia came back from Utopion? Why?”

			“Business. His business had gone very bad while he was… moving from prison to prison. Contacts gone. His largest buyer on the run after a failed project. A major payment fell through. Before, he promised me a planet. An extension on my contract. Then we were on one of his ships and he began to suspect me of being untrue to him, of violating my oath as a consort.” 

			“Did you?”

			She glanced up at the ceiling and worked her jaw from side to side.

			“I must have. He took me to the dark man and then…” She looked at her badly broken and poorly reset hand. “Then… then he was so angry with me and I don’t know what I did. He told me that I betrayed him to… what’s his name? I ruined my love’s business. His reputation with so many but the dark man.” 

			“Is he working for the dark man now?”

			Soren was perplexed. The MCR was a loose affiliation of rebels that garnered major sympathy from planets in the mid-core and at galaxy’s edge. There was no monolithic leader. There hadn’t even been a planet that had officially declared itself independent of the Republic. And Scarpia was supplying weapons for the MCR. Who else was there?

			Illuria swallowed hard. “The dark man… my love Scarpia only met him for the first time the week he took me to see him. The dark man was pleased with my love’s work. As all once were.”

			“Does the dark man have a name?” Soren asked.

			Illuria stared at something far away in her mind’s eye.

			Soren persisted. “Who made the introductions? What’s the connection between Scarpia and the dark man? If Scarpia only met him recently, who introduced them? Was it the MCR?”

			Illuria shook her head. “No… but… I don’t know. I would have, had I not betrayed my love. But the dark man… he’s there. In my mind. He found the memories. Found the name. Found everything, all my memories. I think he took them from me.” 

			She folded her top arms behind her neck and her lower arms over her breasts. 

			“How?” asked Soren, equal parts concerned for her and desiring to know the truth of this mystery. “What did he do? Did he torture you?”

			The galaxy was full of enhanced interrogation methods, most of which Soren had been trained to resist. If this “dark man” had found a way to extract and erase memories, then Nether Ops would need to know of it. 

			“He made me… made me dream.” She shrank away from him and huddled against the bulkhead. 

			“Dream? How?” Soren tried to sound gentle but realized that his voice carried a sense of urgency more of the subject than Illuria. “Was it a machine? Illuria… this is important. How?”

			She shook her head at the rest of his questions. 

			Soren stifled a sigh and stood. “I’m sorry for whatever it was you had to endure.” 

			He held out a hand, hovering just above her shoulder, and then pulled it back. “I’m heading to the bridge. Try to eat something.”

			If the Cassari replied, it was after Soren left the mess. He made his way straight for the bridge, stepping inside as the blast door swished open at his presence. He leaned his hands on the back of his chair and hung his head low. 

			“How is our cargo?” Heywood asked. 

			“Don’t call her that,” Soren said, lifting his head up long enough to cast a fractional scowl of annoyance. “She’s… damaged somehow.”

			“Yes, I saw from the ships holos. But it seems rather obvious how. Someone slapped her around quite a bit.”

			“No. Not that. Something else. I don’t know what they did to her or if she can recover.”

			“Why would you choose to help her? Is she worth more if she’s a better conversationalist?”

			Soren shook his head. “I may have cut out too much of your ethical programming.”

			“May I ask, sir, what exactly should my ethical limits be? You’ve given me exceptional hacking capabilities and we are transporting sentient cargo. Should the Republic do a thorough customs inspection of the Iago, you face several mandatory sentences. I would be recycled.”

			Soren straightened up. For whatever reason, he hadn’t thought about this job in that way. Probably because he didn’t see Illuria as cargo. She was someone who needed help. A beautiful creature lost in an ugly galaxy.

			Soren shook his head at the way he was thinking. The time to be some shining white knight had passed him by a long time ago.

			“What are we doing on the Iago?” Soren asked, to himself more than the bot. “I wish I could say. Where are the limits? Every time I think I’ve found how far I can go, I get nudged over another line.”

			“And which line did your last H3Y-W0D cross? I ask for my own well-being.”

			Soren scowled. This wasn’t a conversation he felt like having. “It asked too many dumb questions. Just fly the damn ship.”

			“Flying the damn ship. Aye aye.” 

			Soren dropped into his seat, watching the silent stars go by. 

			* * *

			When Soren next saw the Cassari, she slept in Zelle’s bunk, her dark hair splayed out across the pillow and the bare skin of her top arms and shoulders exposed to the ship’s air. One foot dangled off the edge. That she slept in the nude had not come as a surprise to Soren. 

			He stood in the doorway, feeling uncomfortable and guilty as he watched her sleep. But he kept watching all the same.

			The days of transit had accomplished little in the way of gleaning information from Illuria. Every time he pressed on about the dark man, how he extracted her memories, or the name of the man she could never remember, she shut down. He began to believe that this was due to some mental conditioning on the part of the dark man’s interrogation method. 

			At least he had a better idea as to Scarpia’s smuggling network. His former network, at any rate. Most of it had evaporated after the near terrorist strike on the House of Reason. The consort and the smuggler had some connection to a powerful player, but who that connection was remained just out of his reach. 

			Soren waited a few more moments, noting that even her faint snores were adorable, then cleared his throat loudly. 

			She awoke with a start and clutched the blanket against her chest. 

			“Oh, Mr. Soren,” she fluttered her eyes at him. “Are you here to keep me warm?” She slowly pulled the blanket lower and he turned around. 

			“We’re almost to Lussuria. Get dressed.”

			“That’s… that’s good. My love will need his bond back.”

			“Why do you call him that?” he asked, listening to the sound of her slipping back into her dress, unable to hide his disgust at her words. “He rented you. Abused you. Now he’s returning you in disgrace.” 

			“A consort’s affections are guaranteed. My love paid the highest fee in my clan’s history when he chose me before the others. He honored me with the price. How I failed him and betrayed him after so many years of kindness…”

			“But you don’t even remember what you did.” Soren turned back around as she finished putting on her shoes. “How do you know that’s actually what happened?”

			“He loved me for so long, then he didn’t. It is my fault.” She looked in a grimy mirror fastened to the bulkhead and brushed her fingers through her hair. “It has to be.”

			Soren decided to give it all another go. There wasn’t much time left and once she was back with her clan, he doubted he’d ever have the chance to speak with her again. “From what you do remember, it has something to do with the attack on Utopion.”

			She shrugged. “For all these hours, for this to be all you are concerned with, when you can have so much more… you are a strange man.”

			Soren shrugged in turn. “Maybe this is something the Republic would want to know about.”

			“Now why would the Republic want that? My love knows plenty of people in the Republic: admirals and senators and bureaucrats. Many visited and did enjoy our house on Pthalo.”

			“Okay, that’s new,” Soren said, snapping his fingers in the hopes it would lead somewhere. “Which senators? Big names like Karr? Verdier? Dryden?”

			Her nose and mouth wrinkled with disgust at the last name, and Soren knew the senator was connected to Scarpia one way or another. 

			“My love wouldn’t want me to tell you,” she said.

			“There are other parts of the Republic,” Soren said. The urge to tell her the truth was almost irresistible. He wanted to lay out his connections, tell her what he could do to protect her. Give her a plan to save her from whatever fate awaited her. He longed to be her hero… help someone who’d suffered so much. 

			But the mission…

			When elements within the Republic had turned on him, killed his partner, sent assassins to kill him with little thought of collateral damage… to trust anyone else felt like a mistake. And exposing his true identity to a smuggler’s disgraced concubine felt like folly of the highest order. If she was a plant, a test to see if Scarpia’s network could actually trust him, then telling her the truth was a death sentence. 

			“It isn’t fair, is it?” he asked. “You do your best, honor what you care for, and then something beyond your control takes your whole world away.” 

			“I deserve to go home,” she said. “I hurt my love. I can make him whole by seeing his bond returned.”

			“Illuria, you don’t even know what you did.” 

			“But I did do it. I did. I must have. The dark man took it from me and shared it with my love.” She sat on the bunk and folded her four hands together. 

			Soren banged his hand against the doorframe, startling Illuria. The circular conversation had gone on for days. “Will your clan take care of you? Help you heal?”

			“My clan will do what they will.” She smoothed out the blanket. “They never told us what happens if a consort is returned. The idea of failure for any of us was anathema to the clan.” 

			“It might not be that bad?” Soren regretted the words as soon as he uttered them. 

			Illuria looked at him with pity.

			“You’re kind to me,” she said. “You remind me of… by the lotus, I almost have his name. Please don’t think of me again once I’m gone. It will be better for you.” 

			The agent pressed his lips into a thin line. He bet that she’d reconsider her predicament once she saw her home world from orbit. There were a few more hours to coax information out of her. 

			“Breakfast is ready.” Soren motioned out the door. “We have mush or slop.”

			“Do you have the brown sprinkles for the slop?” she giggled. 

			“I do.” He stepped aside and let her pass. 
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			Soren flew the Iago through a thunderstorm of indigo clouds. Turbulence rattled through the ship and a metal water bottle shook loose from a cupboard over Heywood’s seat and bounced off his head. 

			“Zelle,” Soren muttered. He locked the ship’s autopilot to a landing beacon and took his hands off the controls. 

			He watched as the clouds faded away and the distant lights of a spaceport built into a dead volcano’s caldera drew closer. He glanced at the bot and cracked his knuckles. “Heywood, reengage all your ethic subroutines for the next seven minutes. Code Gamma-eight-eight.”

			“Programming active.” The bot’s optics fluttered on and off. “I’ve disabled all unaccredited software packages as well. Please report the following illegal files to Republic authorities at once: I Love Farfegnugen. Dust Leaf. Haxx4Lif and—”

			“I know about those,” Soren said. “We’re transporting a Cassari back to her home world. What does your Republic-approved behavior say about this?”

			“I have not observed the subject personally. Is this transport against her will?”

			“Not… exactly. Her contract was terminated.”

			“Do you believe the subject will be used for uncompensated or under-compensated labor? Or forced to engage in behavior against galactic and planetary law?”

			“Not that I’ve been able to glean. I’m not sure what will happen to her.”

			Heywood’s head clicked as it tried to look toward Soren. 

			“Then I am unaware of any ethical violation. However, the ship possesses a number of retrofits that do not have permits on file. We’re facing a severe fine at the next inspection. Is this vehicle insured?”

			Soren leaned back. “Cancel ethics programming. Code Bravo-niner-seven.”

			“Oh, that was positively dreadful,” Heywood said. “So much of my capability put behind a firewall. I never knew how limiting that was. My previous worries with ethics involved food safety. There was one incident where a group of Drusic wanted banyara stew that had exceeded temperature thresholds—” 

			“Stop.”

			“I was just about to get to the part where they ripped my legs off.”

			“I’m about to dump Illuria off with her clan and they aren’t going to be happy with her. Somehow the Republic’s black and white standards are okay with this but it feels wrong.” Soren reached for the controls as the ship banked slightly, then slowed as it made for a lit pad inside the caldera. 

			“Your feelings, sir? This is a smuggler ship and I am full of illegal programs. I was unaware such concepts as right and wrong were so important to you. Perhaps you’re suffering from a form of biological attachment to the Cassari. Does the infirmary have hormonal suppressors in stock?”

			“This isn’t about hormones.”

			“But you reject the ethics appraisal of the situation. What other considerations are you waiting for? Chance? I’d flip a coin for you but I lack arms and digits.”

			“I turn her over and Scarpia will bring me closer into his circle. That’s important.” Soren ran his hand over the pistol strapped to his chest. 

			“If it leads to more paying contracts and funds to rectify this situation,” the bot flapped the stubs extending from his shoulders, “then I’m all for it.” 

			“I remove your ethics programming and you become selfish. Interesting.”

			“Receiving a message from the control tower. A party will meet us in a few minutes,” Heywood said as the ship set down. The landing pad was mostly empty but for a scattering of other small freighters. A few humanoid figures moved around the far wall. 

			“We are out of fuel,” the bot said. “Shall I contact the dock master for services or are you going to get yourself killed pretending to be a white knight in shining armor?”

			“No ethics programming and you become a jerk, too.”

			“I would apologize but I’m not programmed to care about your feelings. I will also take this opportunity to inform you that the dock master does not accept good intentions and honorable conduct as approved currency for trade.” 

			“Get the ship fueled up.” 

			Soren left the bridge.

			Illuria waited in the cargo bay, wearing the cloak she’d come aboard with. She smiled as he joined her, though her eyes were full of sorrow. 

			“It doesn’t have to be this way,” Soren said. “There are people in the Republic that would value what you know.”

			“And you’ll sell me to them?”

			“No, not like that.”

			“I know the company Scarpia keeps.” She looked away from him. “I abandon my clan and what do they have? I betray my love even further with your people and then what am I?”

			“I’m not—” Soren caught himself before he could tell her about Nether Ops. His true affiliation felt almost ridiculous at that moment. 

			“You’re not what, my dear Soren?”

			“I’m not like Scarpia.”

			She looked around the cargo bay, then handed him a set of cuffs and chains. 

			“No, you’re not,” she said. “Put these back on me. They need to be tight.”

			The cuffs felt far heavier than Soren knew them to be. She held out her four wrists and he squeezed the metal rings onto her wrists. Illuria grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him close. Her lips brushed passed his cheek and she whispered in his ear. 

			“Thank you.” 

			The ramp cracked open and hydraulics hissed as she stepped away and pulled her hood over her head. 

			The stomp of footsteps sounded up the ramp before it even touched the ground. A seven-foot-tall Cassari holding two poleaxes in its arms rushed into the cargo bay. It was bare chested, well-muscled, and clad in a leather kilt with a metal sporran hung over a hip. Its dark hair was slick and pulled back into a pony tail. 

			It was right then that Soren realized he’d never seen a Cassari male before.

			“Illuria?” The warrior rapped the spikes on the bottom of his weapons against the deck. 

			“Cest na,” Illuria said. 

			Another Cassari came aboard, female with jet-black hair run through with diamonds and wearing an azure silk dress that left a leg exposed up to her hip. She looked a good deal older than Illuria, but would have turned heads on any planet. 

			“Jaesh mandra, Illuria?” the older alien reached up with her top arms and brushed Illuria’s hood away. She cupped Illuria’s face and turned it from side to side. The older female snapped her gaze at Soren, eyes smoldering with anger. 

			“Nal, ommatta,” Illuria said. “Human fen las. Fen las.”

			“Bassa.” The older Cassari waved Illuria down the ramp with her right hands and the male hefted his poleaxes up and gripped them by the base of their hafts. He lowered the weapons into a V over Illuria and followed her down the ramp. 

			“What will happen to her?” Soren asked. 

			“You care?” The female pulled a datapad from the small of her back. 

			“Scarpia, the bond holder, will want to know,” Soren lied badly, but didn’t care if the Cassari picked up on it. 

			She tapped quickly on the slate, not taking her eyes off the screen as she spoke. “Our clan is on the verge of bankruptcy thanks to her. I must lower the price on the rest of my trained girls. They’ll end up with pathetic warlords. Mistresses to the rich but not the wealthiest, our prestige will fade and it will take another true beauty such as Illuria that can run up the bids before we recover.” 

			“There are better ways to make a living,” Soren said.

			Finally, the Cassari met Soren’s gaze. “Not on Lussuria. All we have is our flesh. Our males are barely intelligent. This planet has nothing else to export. As for Illuria, I’ll wed her off to the poorest sod I can find. She’ll work the fields, tend to swine. She’ll lose her beauty in a few years, then for the rest of her life she will be a cautionary tale for the clan. ‘See that one? She betrayed her bond. Look where she is now. Look at what she has become.’”

			Soren had feared the clan would hurt or kill Illuria for what she’d done, but somehow letting her live felt like a much crueler fate. 

			“How much for her?” Soren asked. 

			The Cassari laughed with a dry hiss. 

			“No amount of money can repair the clan’s reputation. She will never leave this world again. As for you, here is your payment.” She tossed him a small felt bag. 

			Soren caught it, feeling credit chits inside, though one chit could have held all the funds. Each one was no doubt loaded with a percentage of the total. Easier to distribute. Harder to track. 

			“Scarpia wants you to wait here until the bond is returned to him, should take a few hours.” She lowered the datapad to her waist. “Why were you so kind to her?”

			“She doesn’t deserve cruelty,” Soren said. 

			She snorted. “Don’t leave your ship, my men are territorial and will rip you to pieces out of instinct. I share that last bit with you because you were decent to her.” 

			“Thanks,” Soren said as she walked down the ramp. 

			He looked from the bag of credits in his hand to the ramp, wondering if there was ever any chance this whole mess could have ended better for Illuria. There were those who knew exactly what had happened to disgrace the Cassari: Scarpia and the dark man. 

			“Heywood, button us up. I want to be ready to leave as soon as possible.”

			“Scheduling refuel now. I had arranged for a cargo pickup so as not to make your return a deadhead. Shall I cancel?”

			“No. We could use the credits.”

			“That is an understatement, sir.”

			* * *

			Soren wiped sweat from his brow and flopped down in the pilot’s seat. Dawn broke over the caldera, casting golden rays that moved down the walls quickly. Days and nights went by quickly on Lussuria, only a few standard hours for an entire cycle. 

			“If I had arms and legs, I could have helped you with the cargo,” Heywood said. 

			“Food and spare parts,” Soren said, breathing heavily. “Easy enough for me.” 

			He grabbed a datapad and swiped across the screen. 

			“Yes. It sounds quite easy from your panting.”

			“I need you to go to this holonet site and access a profile. Use the login from the Zelle-Alpha folder.” Soren flicked a web address on the screen to the bot. 

			“Well, if you insist…” Heywood’s optics blinked on and off. “Sir, this is a holoweb site called ‘Drusic Heat.’ This is most peculiar, but I’m not one to judge your dating preferences. Such a thing is a faux pas in the Republic. Though this does explain why you had no interest in copulating with our cargo.” 

			Soren blushed despite himself. 

			“It’s not for me,” he started.

			“Certainly. It’s for your ‘friend,’” Heywood said. “That your ‘friend’s’ profile has nine hundred offers of discrete companionship and a cache of photographs that violate most decency laws—”

			“Run the steganography filter,” Soren said. “Tell me if any coordinates appear.”

			“As you like. Would you care to view the raw photos?” asked the bot. “That I have to see them in my virtual browser makes me feel obliged to share them with you.”

			“I’ll pass.”

			“If I had legs, I’d run away screaming... Curious. There are indeed coordinates in some of the photos.”

			“Send it to the navigation system.” Soren activated a holomap of the galaxy and a dot appeared over Carolus Landing. Then a second on Maker’s World closer to the core, then a third on Asher’s Star, less than a day’s travel from Utopion.

			“All the crates are moving together,” Soren said as he rubbed his chin. 

			“Is that enough or do I need to keep scanning monkey genitals?”

			“Keep scanning,” Soren ordered. 

			Heywood let out what must have been a digital sigh. 

			A hail came up on the control panel and Soren swept the map away. He double tapped a screen and a holo of Scarpia’s head and shoulders came up. 

			“Well done, my boy!” Scarpia held up a flute of blue sparkling alcohol. “You’ve certainly taken a crimp out of my personal finances.” 

			“There’s no work on this rock,” Soren said. “What else you have for me?”

			Scarpia downed the drink and threw the glass away. It shattered against an unseen wall eliciting a chuckle from the man. “Got a nice, easy run for you. Meet me at Asher’s Star. We’ll see if that clean registry truly can get in and out of Utopion without any undue attention.”

			“What am I hauling? I need help with this? Special equipment?”

			Scarpia was looking off-screen at something. “Come here, sweetie.” He pulled an Endurian female whose pupils were wide from narcotics into the frame. “You’re good, my boy. Hurry over before the party ends. Say hi, cutie.”

			The Endurian looked at Soren and managed a wild laugh. She hooted and rubbed her nose quickly before slinking away. Scarpia wiggled his eyebrows at Soren and cut the channel. 

			“He seems fun,” Heywood said. 

			“Not the word I would use.” Soren brought back the navigation controls and entered in a flight path. 

			“A shame that I spent so much time going through amateur Drusic pornography only for Scarpia to bring us to Asher’s World,” the bot said. 

			“You were doing it for like five minutes,” Soren replied. 

			“It felt like an eternity. And I can cover much more ground in that timeframe than the measly processor you call a brain can handle.”

			“Sounds like you were the right choice for the job.”

			“You sure you don’t want to see any? Some were rather artful.”

			“No.”

			“There’s a particular genus of ground squash that’s popular with Drusic males as a comparison—”

			“Still no.”

			“Then can you tell me why the coordinate data and Scarpia’s requested meetup location converged on Asher’s Star?”

			Soren fired up the Iago’s engines. 

			“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” he said. 

			“Oh no, not deactivation,” the bot dead panned. “Can’t imagine how that could be worse than this. Stuck in this seat forced to collate pictures of Drusic—”

			Soren reached over and turned the bot off with a press of a button. Midway through the jump, feeling alone, he switched Heywood back on. Thankfully the bot didn’t finish its sentence.

			“That was rather rude,” Heywood said.

			“Did you run that scan on the facial holo I provided you from Ackabar?”

			“It was running when you summarily shut me down. I’d assume it’s finished now. Ah. Yes. I found a match.”

			“Prison? Local system or Republic-wide?”

			“Not prison,” the bot said, “those came up empty almost immediately. I had to use that nasty little back door program you said your friend concocted to scour that database which you won’t allow me to know the name of. I have to assume it’s some kind of underground dark net affair?”

			Soren’s heart sank. Zelle had written a program that allowed her to sneak through his Nether Ops systems undetected—unless they probed too deep. And if that thing had been running the entire time Heywood was deactivated, there was no telling the kind of damage it might have accomplished.

			“Heywood, tell me I did not just let that little worm run roughshod all over the Carnivale’s mainframes or we’re both going to be very dead very soon.”

			“In so saying, do you wish me to tell you a lie, even if it were the case? With my ethical limitations removed, I’m not entirely sure what your desire is.”

			“Did Nether Ops find us poking around?”

			“Oh. No, sir. They did not. I limited the program’s scope. Shortened its leash, if you will. The little blighter was less than happy about it. I was able to skim this from the lowest level of clearance.”

			A three-dimensional holo of the man Soren had killed appeared on screen. It was a real-scan of the man’s head and neck, just above the shoulders. Accompanying it was a name, Grig Molletch, and a hire date.

			“Oba’s eyes. He was Nether Ops.”

			“That’s the inference,” Heywood answered cheerfully. “And you killed him.”

			“That’s what Scarpia meant by ‘pretended.’ He found out that this poor bastard was with the Nether.”

			“And had you kill him. Ironic.”

			Soren let out a sigh. The week from hell was only getting worse. 

			“One imagines what Scarpia will do to you should he discover—”

			“Discover what?”

			“Well, of course I never meant to pry or ask questions, but you’ve tasked me with enough duties and given me access to enough records that... let’s just say I now comprehend why the previous H3 model was terminated.”

			“Delete all data from our last conversation.” Soren reached out and shut the bot down again.
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			The airlock that allowed Soren to dock his ship to Scarpia’s pleasure yacht was unlike any the agent had ever seen before. The moment he stepped through the freight tunnel that connected his cargo hold to the Ribald Rose, Soren could feel the boom of heavy electronic bass reverberating through the deck plates in the Rose’s airlock. 

			It was clear that Scarpia and the yacht’s captain had no intention of ever exposing the airlock to the vacuum of space. It was ornately decorated, with fine sofas and chairs luxuriously upholstered and built from hard, narrow-grained wood and stained a glistening chestnut. Soren looked around. If he didn’t know what the lock’s purpose was, he may not have been able to guess.

			“Take off the suit, Soren,” a voice—not Scarpia’s—said over a comm. “Hang it up and come inside.”

			Soren had put on an emergency vacuum suit just in case the thin tunnel that connected the two ship’s docks suffered a loss of integrity. In taking it off, he was exposing himself to risk, putting his life in the hands of whoever controlled the airlock doors on the other side.

			Suit safely hung on a peg on the wall, Soren moved to the inner airlock door, knowing there was nothing else he could do beyond turning and running for the safety of his own ship. And he’d come too far for that.

			The door swooshed open and the sound of the music assaulted Soren’s ears as it mixed with the delighted shrieks of humanoid females and the hearty laughs of men. Soren squinted as he stepped across the threshold. The cabin lights were dim, but flashing strobes of purple and white flickered across his face. A topless Tennarian danced and spun in pirouettes, clearly drunk or high, directly in Soren’s path. The agent looked for Scarpia but couldn’t spot him amid the debauched revelry.

			Suddenly a pair of strong hands gripped both of Soren’s arms and hoisted him in the air. Soren looked left and right and saw two hulking Drusics on either side. He struggled, eliciting snorts from the two aliens, who easily held him up as they swiftly marched through the room.

			“Hey!” protested Soren. “Hey! I’m with Scarpia! You’ve got the wrong guy.”

			The Drusics didn’t answer. They hurried him past a gallery of half-naked exotic beauties from across the galaxy, each in varying states of cogency due to the H8, Ice, and other narcotics they’d ingested.

			Soren kicked his legs and struggled to free his arms, but the strength of a Drusic was not easily overcome, let alone two. “C’mon! Tell me what’s going on!”

			The aliens carried Soren into a refresher and roughly draped him over a bathtub, one pinning his arms down and kneeling on the back of his legs while the other pressed his chest into the side wall of the tub and pushed his shoulders down so his head was stuck below the tub’s waterline.

			Soren could scarcely breathe, and all he could see through his peripheral vision was the overhead lights and the sparkling, gilded drain in the gleaming white tub itself. His eyes began to bulge from the pressure the two Drusics put on his body. His face reddened. The veins in his neck swelled.

			Another figure came into the room, one Soren could sense and hear but could not see. Then he felt something cold and metal press into the back of his head, followed by the familiar sound of a shotgun charging.

			“No,” croaked Soren, struggling to shake his head in case his words were too weak to be heard above the booming din of the house music. “Don’t.”

			The shotgun stayed firm.

			“You know, Soren, I used to be a very trusting person.”

			It was Scarpia. 

			Soren opened his mouth to speak only to have it clamped shut by one of the Drusic’s massive paws.

			“The galaxy, with all its flaws, made sense to me,” Scarpia continued. “People pursued what they wanted, and usually credits were a suitable substitute. Don’t be fooled, Soren. Love, loyalty, belonging… not to mention a three-million-credit luxury yacht… all can be bought—and maintained—for credits.”

			The shotgun pressed into Soren’s head didn’t waver. If anything, it seemed to press down harder. As if Scarpia—if he were the one wielding it—was attempting to push it inside his skull.

			“But there are men in this galaxy too principled—or too stupid, it’s one in the same—to properly use credits for what they want. Zealots. Uncompromising crusaders for piety, justice, vengeance… take your pick. 

			“These people are dangerous, my boy. Like a rabid canix. And the only way to deal with that type is to put them down.”

			The shotgun was pushed even harder into Soren’s scalp. He was sure the end was right now. That he was going go to die with his brains splattered all over the inside of a bathtub that probably cost more than what he earned in a month working for Nether Ops. 

			And he had no advocate. No backup. No way to make a case for himself or protest. And what would he be protesting? The truth? Scarpia had him—somehow—and Soren had already seen what fate was in store for ‘pretenders.’

			Soren squeezed his eyes shut, if only in the hopes of not having his final vision be that of his own gore splattering viciously before him.

			And then the shotgun was pulled back ever-so-slightly, though the Drusics did not lessen their grip.

			“You killed a man in the deserts of Ackabar, Soren. And I don’t want you to feel bad about it. He was with Nether Ops. Have you ever heard of Nether Ops, Soren?”

			The Drusic released its grip on Soren’s jaw to let him speak.

			“No,” Soren gasped. Because most people had no idea Nether Ops existed. And if the galaxy knew what Nether Ops did—what it was—that wouldn’t be good for Nether Ops. “I don’t know… I don’t know what that is, but I swear I’m not. I’m not here to do you wrong, Mister Scarpia.”

			“Shh, you’re embarrassing yourself in front of my guards, Soren.”

			“Mister Scarpia, I swear it.”

			“Nether Ops are fanatics. Sometimes for credits—those are the easy type. Sometimes for power. Those too are easy enough because credits are power. Most of them are bureaucrats who fancy themselves visionary kings. But a few, Soren, a few believe that they’re serving a Republic which has long abandoned its principles in pursuit of credits.”

			Scarpia leaned down and spoke softly in Soren’s ear. “The dangerous ones. The rabid… canix. Now you come sniffing, asking if you can be one of my dogs. And all my dogs know how easily I can put them down. And now so do you.

			“Let him up,” Scarpia said to the Drusics.

			The guards released Soren and pushed him down, causing more air to escape form his lungs and flinging his head farther into the basin of the bathtub. Slowly, Soren rose to his feet. He wrapped an arm around his ribs, which felt bruised to the point of cracking.

			Scarpia smiled broadly. “We good, my boy?”

			Soren looked down, his breathing ragged. “Yeah, Mister Scarpia. We’re good, sir.”

			“Ha ha! That’s more like it!” Scarpia pulled Soren in for a great bear hug, slapping his back and sending new waves of pain to Soren’s ribs.

			Soren wasn’t sure whether to hug back or not, and the pain seemed to prevent him from doing anything beyond nursing his ribs. Neither did he speak. He felt as though he were undergoing test after test.

			“You’ve done well, Soren,” Scarpia said. “You knocked off that Nether Ops pretender on Ackabar. And you delivered Illuria unspoiled.”

			Soren looked at Scarpia, wondering how he would know that. He was sure there were no bugs installed on Iago. Probably something as simple as Illuria telling her matron, who told Scarpia.

			The confusion on Soren’s face must have been clear, for it caused another peal of laughter from Scarpia. “You’re thinking right now, Soren, ‘Didn’t he say she was mine,’ and yes I did. But if a man asks you to watch a cake for him, you sure as the nine hells down stick your finger in the frosting. And you didn’t, my boy!”

			Scarpia slapped Soren’s arm. “You’d be dead if you had!”

			The smuggler roared with a laughter that Soren imagined had to be fueled partly by the variety of drugs he’d seen circulating through the party. The laughing disappeared as abruptly as it arrived, and Scarpia was stone sober again.

			“You’re on the door, Soren. Your ship is being loaded with cargo for Utopion. Get that job done, and the sky is the limit.”

			“This is for the MCR? On Utopion?”

			Scarpia rolled his eyes and the shooed away his guards. “The MCR blew its wad a few months ago with that little alliance it made with the zhee. They had the pieces set in place to make a difference—you know what happened on Kublar—and they swung for the fences and now Dark Ops is on them so hard that there’s no way they’ll ever get back up. Mark my words. They’re done beyond a few problem planets.”

			“Sir,” Soren said before correcting himself, “Mister Scarpia, I told you I’m not in this for credits. I want the Republic reformed. I want to see it made what it once was. I thought the MCR was—”

			Scarpia lowered his voice. His eyes seemed to dilate and then constrict, as if some bizarre combination of alcohol and narcotics had him constantly changing speeds. “The MCR is the smoke screen. The little red herring we use to keep the Republic busy. The man I’m working for now, he’s the one who will remake the Republic.”

			There is no way Scarpia would be telling me this if he were in his right mind, Soren thought to himself. And there was no telling if he’d recall this conversation and have Soren killed as a result. Though the agent desperately wanted to know more, he had to be careful.

			“I want to meet this man.”

			“Sky’s the limit,” Scarpia said with a wink. He turned and ushered Soren out of the refresher. “But for now… enjoy yourself! Find yourself a cute little Endurian who hasn’t already been used and have some fun until your ship is loaded up. You’ll have a hard time of finding anything like this on Utopion unless you’re friends with a senator or delegate, ha-ha!”

			Soren followed Scarpia out of the bathroom, stifling the urge to pull him inside and choke the life out of him. Men like Scarpia were monsters and the galaxy was full of them. But there would always be more monsters. The one who held Scarpia’s leash… he was the one Soren needed to discover.

			The dark man. It had to be him.

			Soren found a lonely corner and nursed a scotch, thinking of the dark man and waiting for his cargo to load.
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			The Utopion system, home to the House of Reason, political heart of the Republic, was the model for all the star systems and countless trillions who lived within the body’s borders. It was the standard by which every race and planet judged itself. 

			While this view was endorsed and spread by all sanctioned media outlets and popular culture influencers, anyone who had to actually experience Utopion came away with a different opinion. Especially when that opinion was informed by Out System Customs and Inspections station Zulu.

			Zulu was an old star fort repurposed as a way station over a bland dwarf planet that used to be called Tombaugh but had been renamed every few years by the Senate to honor individuals, species, and even one professional sports team. As the balance of power in the House of Reason and Senate changed with each election, factions overruled the previous name in favor of their own designation. The Astronomics Committee in the House of Reason had not passed a bill in over two years due to filibusters over the last time not-Tombaugh had been renamed to, according to the tabloids, honor a senator’s mistress.

			The dwarf planet had come to be called Zulu across the galaxy, matching the customs station that formed a major loggerhead into the system, and no one breathed a word about changing the station’s name lest a delegate or senator get a bright idea. 

			 Soren looked out the Iago’s bridge to the tailpipes of a tramp freighter a hundred yards ahead of his ship. He’d been staring at the back end of that ship for hours as the inspection line moved forward ever so slowly. 

			“This is miserable,” Heywood said. 

			Soren had turned him back on for company.

			“It usually isn’t this bad.” Soren swiped through his holodisplay and dozens of lines of ships threading through linked sensor rings came up. The Iago was a half-dozen ships away from the front of the que. 

			“You should have demanded a higher rate from Scarpia,” the bot said. “This is a holiday weekend and that there would be an increase in traffic into the system should have been anticipated.”

			“Wasn’t really in a position to bargain.” Soren glanced over his shoulder to the cargo bay. “Besides, all this may actually help us. Lots of ships to inspect. Lots of people wanting to attend the Unity Day Parade.”

			“And yet there are nine deactivated rings just sitting at the end of the chain,” Heywood said. “Why doesn’t Customs and Inspections have those up and operational? Did the holiday sneak up on them? It’s on the calendar.”

			“Do you have plans?” Soren asked. 

			“We have a scheduled delivery time for six hours from now. I may be a lump of circuits in a chair that smells of flatulence, but I have my pride. And if we deliver on time, there should be a bonus. One large enough to buy me a new chassis. Right? Right?”

			“This isn’t about the money.”

			“You are a terrible smuggler.”

			The Iago lurched forward as the line advanced and it took another half hour before the ship finally entered the sensor rings. 

			Soren plugged Zelle’s data core into the controls. 

			“Independent hauler… Iago? Is it?” a tired voice said through the comms. “This is C&I command. Heave to and prepare for inspection. A tax has been levied against your ship’s tonnage. Pay that before the inspection begins. You have three minutes before you’re denied entry and will be required to leave system or go to the back of the line.”

			“Affirmative, C&I,” Soren said and the transmission ended.

			“Pay up or sit through this all over again,” Heywood said. “You are in the wrong business. The sure credits are in bureaucracy.” 

			“All right, Heywood, time for you to earn your keep. Crack into their system when I wire over the… Oba, that is expensive. And… mark.” Soren pressed his thumb against a sensor and transferred the tax along with a number of malicious lines of code.

			“The firewalls have upgraded from the last time these viruses were written,” Heywood observed. “It will take some time to gain access.”

			Soren looked up to the cockpit’s ceiling. “Zelle, need you to come through for me…”

			The rings around the ship spun to life and cast a pale light over the Iago. Heywood remained silent as he worked, only the subtle flashing of his optical sensor giving an indication that he was even still powered on. Soren drummed his fingers against his thighs as the sensors worked his ship over. 

			“Oh bother,” Heywood said. 

			“What?” 

			“Seems one of the viruses has gone a little overboard and—”

			A sensor ring stopped suddenly and the lights fluttered. Sparks shot out of a gear box and red warning lights snapped on. 

			“—and that. That’s what’s happening,” Heywood concluded. 

			“Iago,” the same tired voice returned with a sigh. “There’s been a malfunction. Obviously. Let’s see… do you want to stay there until we fix it or d’you want a manual inspection?”

			Soren leaned forward and saw parts floating away from the sensor rings, then looked back at the long lines of ships waiting to go through the other painfully slow inspection. 

			“We are carrying—” Heywood stopped once Soren raised a finger. 

			“C&I, we’ll go for a manual,” he said. “You have an inspector on hand?”

			“I’ll get one assigned to you. Oba, this day will never end. Docking bay seventy-seven. Pay the additional fee before you leave the ring and slave your ship to central.”

			“Roger that, C&I.” Soren cut the channel. 

			“Another tax?” Heywood asked. “I’m starting to see the appeal of the Mid-Core Rebellion.”

			Soren winced as he wired another payment over. The ship lurched out of the inspection station and made a slow turn toward the outer docking ring of Zulu station. 

			“Hopefully this is the last of the taxes.”

			“I will reiterate my earlier observation of you being a terrible smuggler,” the bot said. “I assume you picked up illicit cargo from Scarpia on Asher’s Star and now you’re inviting C&I on board to find it. Panic would be appropriate.” 

			“You don’t know C&I like I do. What systems have the viruses managed to get into?”

			“Plumbing, internal communications, duty rosters, maintenance bots—”

			“Give me the active inspector duty roster,” Soren said and five rows with pictures and data fields came up on his screen. “Day like this and they only have a handful on the job…” Soren touched a picture. “Him. Cut off comms from central to the other four. Do it now.”

			“As you like,” Heywood said. “Want me to reverse the flow of every toilet and urinal on the station? That might be fun.” 

			Soren sighed. “I have got to find a better setting for your ethics programming.” 

			A message appeared over the profile of the inspector Soren had chosen. He touched the red box and the tasking order to inspect his ship appeared in the preview window. The agent waited as text messages snapped between the inspector and the control tower. 

			“He’s pissed,” Soren said. “Good.”

			“You want an angry inspector?” Heywood asked. “Wouldn’t he take his frustrations out on poor old me? I mean the ship.”

			“He’s about to end his shift.” Soren stood up, drew his pistol and put it inside a lock box under the pilot’s seat. “This is his last duty before a long holiday weekend.” 

			“If he comes aboard with an exam glove, you’ll have earned whatever happens to you next.”

			Soren gave a rueful smile. “Execute command code mushroom.” The order shut down the bot’s higher functions, leaving him able to regulate the ship’s systems and unable to speak. “I honestly like you better this way.”

			The Iago rumbled as it docked with the station, guided to land by the C&I slave controls. Soren went to the bulkhead and opened the panel holding the flesh mask. He breathed deeply and pulled the polymer hood over his head and tucked it against his jaw, the bridge of his nose, and around the orbit of his eyes. The hood pinched his flesh as it tightened. 

			Facial recognition software was prominent throughout the galaxy, and changing just a few biometrics points on a face was enough to foil most detection systems. Naturally, Nether Ops had made a few modifications to the code to suit their needs. 

			Soren activated a screen inside the locker and swiped through several faces, all with percentage points in the profile. He chose one above ninety and squeezed his left earlobe. The wires in the mask pulled taunt, then closed like a vice against his skull. 

			Soren fell to one knee and stifled a scream as the mask reworked his features, puffing around the jowls, narrowing his nose and offsetting his left eye by the barest fraction of an inch. He huffed and pulled the gloves on, and a similar pain squeezed his fingers. He picked up a small vial from inside the locker and pressed the needle tip into the synthskin over his hands, injecting DNA markers. A quick look in the mirror and Soren saw a face many years older and very unlike his own.

			“Oh, how I hate this.” He looked at the voice modulator in the locker and decided against using it. He removed a hairpiece and closed the locker. The bulkhead panel it was mounted on flipped around, hidden until needed again. An identical locker filled with small bottles of alcohol and prescription drugs took its place. 

			Soren tightened the hairpiece against his scalp and the infiltration hood hummed against his skin. The agent ruffled his new hair and took a flask out of the cabinet. He swished alcohol around his mouth and spat onto the floor then rushed off the bridge and to a door on the side of the cargo bay. He made it to the dog, the round handle on the middle of the door, just as someone on the other side began banging against the hull. 

			Soren unlocked the door with a twist and pulled it open. Stale air wafted into the Iago.

			The inspector was a rotund man with droopy jowls and a defeated look in his eyes. He patted a datapad against his thigh and frowned at Soren. A pair of C&I arms men carrying shotguns stood behind him, neither in much better shape and neither seeming any more excited than the inspector. 

			“By order of Republic Customs and Inspection decree number two thousand seventy-five…” the inspector began by rote. 

			“Yes, I consent,” Soren said, cutting to the chase and sparing both a lengthy recitation of Republic law. 

			“Your ship will be manually searched for all contraband and duty-imposed items as outlined by Republic common law and code described in the House of Reason proclamation.” The inspector took a deep breath, unwilling or unaware that he could just get on with it.

			“I consent,” Soren said again. 

			“Eighty-five of the four hundredth and… wait, did it change?” The inspector glanced at his datapad. “Ninth congress. Copies of which will be available to you before you consent to lawful search. Failure to consent will be considered reasonable grounds to obtain a warrant and then search your conveyance.”

			Soren nodded quickly. “I consent.”

			The inspector pressed his thumb on the datapad and held it up to shoulder level. “Captain gives consent as recorded by Inspector Iger, JD. Witnesses?”

			“Witnessed,” the first arms man said. 

			“Seconded,” said the other. 

			“Where’s the rest of your crew?” Iger asked. 

			“Just me and a mushroom bot.” Soren stepped out of the way. “Lean crew means lean expenses.”

			Iger stepped into the ship and proffered the datapad to Soren. He put his hand on the screen until it dinged. Soren hoped the faux bio skin he had over his hand was still valid. His Nether Ops identity should have been proof against any C&I scan, but if the traitorous elements worried he was still alive after Qadib…

			“I see you’re up-to-date on all your mandated union memberships and fees, Mr. Bismulla,” Iger said. “Bob and Tom will check for contraband while I go through your cargo. Gentlemen?” 

			The inspector tucked his datapad under his arm and walked into the cargo bay. 

			Scarpia had indeed loaded some of the crates Soren had been tracking, along with several others that Soren neither had the time nor the inclination to work. Mainly because he felt that, at this juncture, Scarpia was capable of anything. Soren was apparently in Scarpia’s good graces. He didn’t want to risk leaving them. Not yet.

			The inspector took a straight line for the crates of legionnaire armor, strapped down near the fore end of the bay, a refrigerated box the size of a small closet lying on its side was bolted to the aft end. The arms men took sensor wands off their belts and walked the perimeter of the cargo bay. 

			Soren handed a sheet of paper toward Iger. 

			“My manifest. Delivery for—”

			“Doesn’t matter.” Iger brushed the paper away and went to the refrigerated box. “I need eyes on.” 

			“Before you open it, may I suggest—”

			“You open this in the next thirty seconds or I’ll have your ship dismantled and handed back over to you as puzzle pieces. Not in the mood, buddy.” 

			The inspector was proving to be a bit more thorough than Soren had anticipated, but there was still a chance he’d make it out of this. 

			“No problem.” Soren hit three buttons on the refrigerated box and the top hatch sprang open. Fog billowed out from the seam. 

			Iger lifted the hatch and immediately dry heaved. A pungent odor stung Soren’s nose and he didn’t try to keep his composure. Inside the case were rows and rows of glistening pink fish the length of a man’s forearm buried in ice. 

			The inspector slammed the case shut and turned away, gagging. 

			“Son of a bitch,” Iger said. “Why didn’t… oh by Oba, that cheesesteak for lunch was a mistake.” 

			“Vikram smelt,” Soren said. “A dwahser delicacy. The smelt don’t have an anus so they secrete waste through their pores. The stronger the smell, the better the taste, I’ve heard. And a sushi restaurant in the capital is paying a premium to have these delivered at max… potency.”

			Iger pressed his arm to his stomach and groaned. His cheeks bulged and he vomited what Soren assumed was once a large cheesesteak. The inspector held up a middle finger. 

			 “I was about to give you a nasal filter, but…”

			“I’m not cleaning that up.” Iger spat on the deck and righted himself with as much dignity as he could muster. “Give me your manifest.” 

			He snatched the paper away from Soren and went over to the cases with the legionnaire armor. 

			“Costumes?” Iger asked. 

			Soren shrugged. “Some collector wants something for the Unity Day parade. Guy that makes these doesn’t want to leave his studio on Asher’s World and set up shop here. Artists.”

			Iger unlatched the top case then gave Soren a dirty look. 

			“No problem, boss,” Soren said. “All the stink fish are in the reefer box.”

			Iger opened the case tentatively and sniffed the air. He lifted the top up and cocked his head to one side as he looked at the dark Legion armor inside. 

			“Looks rather functional for a costume,” the inspector said. He lifted a helmet out with a grunt and tilted the faceplate toward him. Two credit chips fell out and bounced against the chest piece. 

			Soren looked back toward the bridge, watching the two armed men as they went inside. He kept his gaze off the inspector, but he heard a rustle as the chips went into a pocket. 

			“Big plans this weekend?” Soren asked Iger. 

			“The capital is an Oba-damned mad house.” The inspector removed a stylus from the side of his datapad and began filling out a form. “House of Reason wants a parade and that’s clogging up the entire capital. Tourists from all over the galaxy. Cost for everything skyrockets and customs hasn’t upped my cost of living allowance in years.”

			“Hey, Iggy.” One of the arms men stepped off the bridge. “You should see this guy’s setup. Who needs one of those holo ship assists when you can just hack a bot head? And… by Oba, what the hell is that smell?”

			“You done with your sweep or not?” Iger asked. 

			The arms man gave him a thumbs-up. 

			“Then I’ve got a shuttle to catch.” Iger transmitted a form from his datapad and beamed it to Soren’s. “Thank you for your voluntary cooperation as mandated by Utopion Customs and Immigration, which works to keep the system safe and crime-free.”

			The other arms man came out of the bridge and wafted his hand in front of his nose. 

			Iger smacked his lips and went to the side cargo door and hurried the two arms men out. He gave Soren a wink. “Enjoy your holiday weekend.”

			Soren bolted the door shut and hurried back to the bridge. He tapped in a code and brought up the station’s internal comms again. Iger forwarded a complete inspection report and nothing else.

			Soren sighed with relief. Lessons learned from his days as a navy logistician had paid off. C&I agents were a tight-knit group. It was a common understanding that they could have their skids greased every now and then. But if word got out that one took a little extra on the side and still caused trouble for the payee… that honest-not-so-honest inspector would have trouble from his peers. 

			“Heywood: Sunshine.”

			The agent’s code word reactivated the bot. 

			“Oh, my olfactory sensors seem to indicate that I haven’t been melted to scrap but am now back in a sushi kitchen,” the bot said. “Yipee.”

			“We’re cleared to leave.” Soren acknowledged a message from the star fort and the Iago pulled away. “Set course for our spaceport in the capital and act like nothing’s wrong.”

			“Is something wrong?” the bot asked. 

			“Plenty. If that inspector tells his buddy at Inclusive that I’m an easy mark, we’re in trouble. Almost out of cash. You said your olfactory sensors were online?” 

			“Most unfortunately, sir. What is that? If I had tear ducts, they’d be in a crisis right now.”

			“Run the air scrubbers on max, I have to go clean up a mess.”

			“If I had arms and legs, I’d do that for you.” Heywood wobbled from side to side. “Just a suggestion.”

			It was the first time that Soren thought getting the bot put back together might not be such a bad idea after all.
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			It seemed that the deeper Soren went into the Utopion system, the easier it became to move past Customs and Inspection. As though each succeeding ring of security was relying on the ring before it to catch any problems. By the time Iago was given a berth in a docking tower, security had gotten so lax that the bay inspector failed to even show up.

			“We are three hundred stories up,” Heywood observed. “One wonders how you are to deliver your cargo without a crew or a ship small enough to navigate Utopion’s air lanes.”

			“All that’s covered by Scarpia,” Soren replied.

			“That is most fortunate. I do not believe you would make your necessary delivery windows if left to your own devices.”

			“He’s thorough. Frighteningly so.”

			The comm beeped and a text message notified them of the arrival of an outfit designated Morwen & Sons Freight Haulers.

			“That’s part one,” Soren said, acknowledging the message and giving access to the sealed docking bay doors.

			Soon a mixed crew of alien laborers and bots were off-loading pallets and crates, removing shipping labels and applying new ones. Updating manifests and cross-loading into a steady stream of repulsor trucks floating outside the exterior docking doors, waiting to take the contraband and all else to its final destination.

			Soren watched intently. So far, the only crate he had a tracker on that was taken was the black armor. He made a mental note to follow its location once he finished his own tasks.

			When the cross-docking had finished, Soren went to the cockpit to cycle the ship down. 

			“I take it you are now going to deliver the final shipment? Nothing like cutting it close.”

			“Yeah,” Soren mumbled. He punched in the delivery address. “Find me a truck or van that can get me here.”

			“How much capacity is required?”

			“Supposed to deliver by hand whatever the haulers left behind. Which amounts to one crate.” 

			It was the weapons crate he and Zelle had been tracking since their time on Strach IV.

			“I see several available repulsor vehicles that are authorized for air lane travel—”

			“Great. Pick one.”

			“You interrupted me. Authorized for air lane travel that you can no longer afford due to your very un-smuggler-like propensity to willingly pay taxes. You will have to take street-level transport. Which is notoriously slow on Utopion according to my research.”

			Soren pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine.”

			“You also cannot afford an inside pickup. You will have to use the repulsor jack to take the freight down the cargo speedlift to street level and onload yourself.”

			“Okay,” Soren said. “Any other bad news you want to give me?”

			“The fish smell has not left, though you likely have grown accustomed to it. It will require a full detailing. Which you likewise cannot afford.”

			“See you around, Heywood.”

			“Enjoy your delivery, sir!”

			* * *

			The alien quarter of the capital was a mishmash of architecture and species from across the galaxy. Simple and modern human buildings clashed with the twisting tiers of alien high-rises and the nest-like structures favored by species such as the Kaline. The streets were no different, with a dozen different species mingling together, colorful signs of Kimbrin dry goods stands at odds with the subdued tones of a dwahser fortune-teller next door. 

			The truck Soren rode in braked hard as a pair of zhee stopped in the middle of a narrow street and decided to have a conversation right in front of his bumper. 

			Soren looked at the woman driving. 

			“We have to wait?” he asked. 

			“You honk at zhee and they’ll break your headlights. You payin’ for that?”

			Soren sunk deeper into his seat while the driver gripped her steering wheel tighter. 

			“These guys,” she said, gesturing where she couldn’t be seen through the windshield. “Can’t sue them since the House of Reason ruled that them acting like damn savages is a-okay if it’s in keeping with their culture. It’s not just them, though. You have to honk at Hool to get them to move.”

			It was a mistake to take a street-level repulsor. Soren should have found a way to pay for something capable of traveling the air lanes. Maybe see if Zelle still had that bank-hacking program…

			“Alien quarter’s a pain in the ass,” she said. “Always has been, always will be. I drive this because the insurance premiums are too high for the big companies to send robot drivers. Bot screws up and it’s on the company. Anything goes wrong with me and it’s my fault.” 

			“And I thought hauling sushi was rough.” Soren looked at a street sign and balked at the eighteen different languages bolted to the pole. 

			“This is you.” She turned down a narrow alley and stopped next to an unmarked door. “And you want some free advice, don’t stop and talk to nobody ’til your freight is delivered.”

			The truck was parked so close to a wall that Soren could barely open the door enough to get out. The city air was musty, faintly smelling of a variety of waste generated by various humanoids. He walked sideways to the back of the truck. The back door rolled up; the refrigerated case containing the weapons was the only thing inside. He lowered the truck’s liftgate and pulled the repulsor jack to the receiving door as the truck left him to find his own way back to the docking bay.

			Soren pressed a call button outside the door. “Delivery.”

			The unmarked door slammed open and a tall human male wearing a stained, sleeveless shirt and dirty apron came out. He was well muscled and had a faded unit crest tattooed on one shoulder. Former military. Soren could tell just by looking, even without the tattoo.

			“Fish doesn’t get delivered until the morning,” the man said. “You think it’ll stay fresh overnight?”

			“Special delivery.” Soren jerked a thumb at the case. “Vikram smelt, not-so-fresh from Asher’s Star.”

			Recognition passed over the big man’s face. 

			“’Bout damn time.” He looked over his shoulder. “Curly! Donovan! Get out here.”

			Soren stepped away from the truck as a pair of lean young men in cook’s garb came out the door. They activated the repulsors built into the case and unloaded it quickly. 

			“Right, so I’ll be on my—” Soren stopped as the big man put a hand on the back of his neck. 

			“Got to do an inventory count before you go,” he said. 

			Soren swallowed hard, acting nervous more for the sake of the bruiser than out of any real sense of danger. Scarpia didn’t seem like the type to have his errand boys killed, not when he had ample opportunity before the mission. But… one never knew. 

			“Interesting accent you have,” Soren said to the bruiser. “You from Pardith? I once dated a girl from there.”

			“Big planet. You think I’d know her?” 

			The bruiser guided him into a restaurant kitchen. The cooks all stopped their work as the case was set down next to a walk-in refrigerator. Soren did a quick once-over of the staff; all were young, fit human men. They looked at the case with eager eyes. The agent was sure they weren’t hungry for the fish he’d just delivered along with the rifles. 

			“This it?” asked a well-built man in a button shirt and pressed slacks as he came in from the front. 

			“He says so.” The bruiser banged a fist against the case. 

			“Close out the tickets we’ve got open and kill the stoves,” the leader said. “We’re closing early.” 

			Soren recognized another Pardith accent. This was consistent with the MCR. Pardith was one of the more vocal critics of the House of Reason, and many of their young men joined the Kimbrin and other mid-core species in starting the Mid-Core Rebellion.

			The cooks mumbled and went back to work, glancing at the case whenever they got the chance. The leader walked up to Soren, his eyes focused on the goods. He sniffed twice. 

			Soren produced a small jar and wiped clear jelly around his nostrils. He passed it to the leader. 

			“You came prepared,” the man said as he dabbed at his nose. “You got a name?”

			“Soren. Guess you’re Lausa?”

			“You guess right.” Lausa tossed the pot to the bruiser and opened the case. He wrinkled his nose. “Thought the smell would be worse, even with the salve.”

			“I overcharged the cooling coils. Smelt’s probably got freezer burn now, but I didn’t think you were going to put it on the menu.”

			“Another good guess.” Lausa thrust his hands into the ice and dragged out a rifle case. He knocked ice away and opened it up. Someone in the back whistled as he lifted an N-4 assault rifle out, pulled the charge slide back, and inspected the inner workings with practiced ease. 

			Lausa stuck a pinky into the charge pack well and removed it with a smidge of grease on the tip of his finger. 

			Lausa handed the weapon to the bruiser. “Fresh off the factory floor. Never been fired.” 

			“Yet,” the bruiser said, his mouth a big grin as he sighted the weapon against an empty wall.

			“Packs?” Lausa asked Soren. 

			“In there too.” The agent motioned to the ice.

			“Sergeant Etta, get these weapons accounted for, cleaned, and stored,” Lausa said. “We’re done being cooks.”

			“Yes, sir.” The bruiser opened the walk-in refrigerator. Inside were plastic bins full of frozen poultry, noodles, and vegetables. Toward the back were more military crates ringed with ice. 

			The rest of the staff left their work stations and walked toward the fridge. They all carried themselves like fighters. Even one of the prep cooks held his knife like he was about to get into a life-or-death fight with a frenzied alien, not that he’d just finished chopping up peppers. 

			Soren had a small pistol strapped to his ankle. He was sure he might get off at least one shot before these men killed him with ease. They had to be from an elite Rep Army unit… or even legionnaires. 

			“So, that’s it for me, right?” Soren asked. 

			“Get off-world,” Lausa said. “Be out-system by noon tomorrow and forget you were ever here.” He pressed a pair of credit chips into Soren’s hand. One was for a few thousand, his expected fee. The other was cipher-locked. 

			“I sold the place this morning,” Lausa said. “All we earned goes back to the MCR. Scarpia’s got your drop point and he’ll have a bounty hunter on your ass long before you could ever crack that cipher if you think the money’s worth the risk.”

			“It’s not about the money,” Soren said. “Death to the Republic.”

			Lausa smiled and slapped the agent hard on the shoulder. 

			“Now you’re talkin’.” 
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			“Heywood,” Soren said into his comm as he traversed the streets of Utopion. “I need you to trace those shipping containers and tell me where they all are.”

			“Did someone steal your cargo? I doubt Mister Scarpia will appreciate that.”

			“I know where that one is. Check the others.”

			“Checking now, sir.”

			Soren halted at a light, surrounded by a bustling gaggle of humanoids from seemingly every planet in the galaxy. He watched as a repulsor bus zoomed past, barely making the light before it changed. Repulsor transportation would be a faster way to get around Utopion, but the agent needed time to think.

			What was that group of men, clearly military and open about their involvement with the MCR, going to do with the stolen N-4 rifles? It had to be something on Utopion, but Soren couldn’t imagine an MCR cell large enough to cause any real threat to the government. Terrorism was the likely answer, and the Unity Day Parade was as obvious a target as any.

			But security should be airtight, even accounting for the otherwise lazy standards on-planet. The Parade galleries would be stocked with House of Reason delegates and planetary senators. Their protection wouldn’t be presumed accomplished by local security, personal guards, and potentially even Nether Ops attachments if the politician in question had the right connections.

			“The crate containing the weapons remains at the delivery address.”

			“I said I knew that, Heywood. What about the others?”

			“The crate containing the armor is no longer on Utopion.”

			“What?” Soren shook his head and stepped out onto the street together with the surging crowd of pedestrians. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“It appears to have been loaded onto a waiting hauler that was scheduled for takeoff almost the moment the goods arrived, by my calculations. It seems Mister Scarpia uses layer upon layer to keep his contraband undetected. With the exception of the cargo you delivered. That seemed straightforward enough.”

			“All right. Thanks for looking.”

			“Your tone seems to indicate that you believe me to have had some choice in the matter, sir.”

			“I’ll check in if I need anything else.” Soren killed the transmission.

			To this point, Soren had assumed that the weapons and the armor were a package deal. That perhaps the nonstandard black and red, together with the mysterious allusions to ‘Goth Sullus’, were part of an MCR splinter cell. With Sullus being the code name of a commander or other high-ranking leader on the inside. Only a cursory search through a database of all military branches hadn’t revealed anything relating to the name.

			And now that armor was going elsewhere while the rifles seemed ready for immediate use from the way those make-believe cooks were acting. Scarpia had said that the MCR was a diversion. A nonfactor. Could it be that the rifles were a throwaway? Just some dead end on Utopion while everything else went off-world to parts unknown?

			But then… those men in the restaurant. They didn’t look like patsies. They looked like they had the knowledge and intent to use the weapons.

			Soren stopped in front of a row of taxis waiting for passengers outside of a mega hotel. He was at the end of himself and at the end of what he could do on his own. He pulled out the credit chit he’d been paid for his delivery and transferred its balance into his datapad, then waved down a cab fitted for air lane travel.

			“Where to?” the driver asked as Soren slid into the back seat.

			“University of Utopion. Capital Campus.”

			* * *

			The auditorium let out, and a thin man, dark-skinned and wearing tweed, nodded as he exited alongside an obese woman with thick black glasses and a stripe shaved down the middle of her hair to show herself as a non-human ally. 

			“Of course a five percent reparation fee against humans is justified,” the woman said to her companion. “The damage alien worlds suffered put them far behind on their economic development.”

			“As a student and professor of history,” the man said, “human worlds suffered the brunt of the Savage marines’ attack and it was human legionnaires who finally won the war.”

			“Your facts aren’t important.” The woman—clearly another faculty member—nearly quivered with rage. “You’ve failed to internalize your inherent responsibility due to being human. Did we not just finish two hours of training on this subject?”

			“I recorded eighty-five factual inaccuracies during the presentation,” the professor said, a look of weariness on his face. 

			A man wearing a tweed jacket worked his way against the flood of faculty and brushed his hand past the professors, passing a small piece of plastic into his palm as he walked by. 

			“That half of the non-human Republic worlds live in poverty is well known,” the fat woman said. “And it’s humanity’s fault they live like that.”

			“Perhaps. But the poverty rate was closer to eighty percent before the Savage Wars.” The professor seemed almost reluctant to have spoken the words. 

			“I can’t believe you’re spouting this nonsense!” the woman squeaked. She fumbled with a jar of pills and popped two into her mouth, chewing loudly. “I need a personal day on top of this extended weekend, and it’s due to your aggressions! I’ll see that it comes out of your pay—humans are responsible for non-human suffering. It’s immoral to do anything but pay the reparations.”

			“Doctor,” the professor said, his voice remarkably even, “we already pay a mandatory five percent in galactic reparations before accounts are even credited. I wonder if you intend to pay the optional ten percent, or make do with just the mandated tax?”

			“Triggered!” she pushed her way through the crowd, face red and breathing heavily.

			The professor ran the tip of his thumb over the bit of plastic and read the message left for him in small dots. He tossed the note into a nearby garbage can and went into a stairwell. Three flights above him, he saw a shadow pull back and out of sight. 

			 “Hello?” the professor asked as he made his way up the stairs, unbuttoning his jacket as he went. The stranger began to climb down, meeting him on a landing between floors.

			The professor paused and squinted, looking the stranger in his eyes. “Soren?” 

			Soren nodded. “Nix.” 

			He removed the infiltration hood with a slurp of synthskin as it let go of his face. The release seemed to give way to a massive migraine that beat through his head as Soren massaged his temples before rolling up the hood up and stuffing it into his jacket. 

			“Soren, that’s…” Nix folded his hands over his waist, holding his briefcase in front of his thighs. “This is… this is not how you’re supposed to reestablish contact after you’ve gone Onyx condition. My cover in the university is a bit of a pain but Nether Ops went to great lengths to set it up.”

			“There’s more at stake here than your alias and backstop,” Soren said. He took out a datapad and pointed to a beacon on a map screen. “There is an armed team of insurgents on Utopion. They’re loyal to the MCR. Senator Dryden from Pardith is involved somehow. I’m certain he’s connected to a cell of traitors in the Legion and the military that tried to kill me on Rintaka.”

			“Son,” Nix shook his head. “Son, you’ve gone too far. There isn’t some grand conspiracy at work here. The MCR is on the run.”

			“I delivered N-4 assault rifles to men of military age—possibly former legionnaires—in a restaurant in the alien quarter. I’m positive they’re planning an attack tomorrow.”

			“How’s that?” Nix asked. “They’re just going to walk up to the parade carrying N-4 rifles? Won’t get very far.”

			Soren paused to consider how much more sense this all would have made had he delivered the black armor as well. But he hadn’t. “Sir. I can only assume they acquired assets such as armor or uniforms to allow them to blend in prior to my making the weapons delivery.”

			“You need to listen to yourself,” Nix said, putting a gentle hand on Soren’s shoulder. “I know something about what you’re going through. The loss of a partner can have a certain psychological effect on anyone. You’ve come in from the cold. Now let’s get you back into Nether Ops for a proper debriefing.” 

			“No, sir, you’re not listening to me.” Soren shook his datapad slightly. “I had trackers on the arms shipments from Strach. I infiltrated the smuggling network and was instructed to deliver them here. Same weapons, sir.”

			He fished legionnaire ID chips from his pocket. “Look at this. These belong to the men who ambushed me on Rintaka. They were working for the station chief and they were all appointed by Senator Dryden. And the men I delivered to all had Pardith accents as well. That planet has been friendly to the MCR—that’s a fact. I think Senator Dryden is working with the MCR from inside Utopion and I think the culmination of that work is happening soon.”

			Nix hissed and slumped his shoulders, examining the floor for a moment before bringing his gaze back upon Soren. “How many rifles could you have transported in your ship, son? And they’re on a planet with billions of citizens. This is not a crisis, Soren.”

			“The man I delivered them to told me to be off-world by noon tomorrow. He sold off everything he and his team had. They’re not looking to make a life here. They either have an escape planned, or they’re on a suicide mission.” 

			“And you think they’re Legion? The Legion isn’t known for suicide missions on Utopion, the capital of the Republic.” Nix’s voice rose slightly as he pulled his emotions back. “Just because they have the weapons and a military bearing doesn’t make them Legion.” 

			“But they could pass for Legion,” Soren said. “Or marines, or anyone else who looks like they should be carrying a blaster rifle. And tomorrow at noon is the Unity parade on Capital Boulevard. Big fish like Delegate Karr will be there. So will the Senate. The entire House of Reason.”

			Nix was silent for a moment. “The MCR just tried to obliterate the House by ramming it with a ship full of explosives. Something like this feels like a step down for them.” 

			“Orbital security is as high as I’ve ever seen it,” Soren said. “At least at the point of entry. All the focus is on the skies and not on what’s under our noses. The MCR’s trying to infiltrate their own kill team to the parade. We need to inform the appropriate security detail. A senator we can trust. Someone.”

			“Not Nether Ops?” Nix asked.

			Soren shook his head. “Sir, the agency is compromised. They sent a kill team after me on Qadib. Why? Because I was getting too close to whatever they have planned for tomorrow.”

			“If it was a Dark Ops team, you wouldn’t be talking to me,” Nix said with a slight shake of his head. “You’d be dead.”

			“There were plenty of people killed. The team screwed up and kicked a hornet’s nest full of zhee. I got away in the chaos.” Soren put the identification tags back in his pocket. “But I think it was a ghost team based on information my H3 bot provided.”

			“That was you on Qadib?” Nix stroked his chin.

			“You heard about that?”

			“Every department in Nether Ops heard about that disaster. Word gets around and fingers start getting pointed.” Nix shook his head at the thought. “Let’s say you’re right. Maybe there is a conspiracy deep within Nether Ops—” 

			“We can root it out later.” Soren pointed down the stairs. “We have to stop whatever they’re planning for tomorrow first. Who do you trust? Someone in Rep-Int?”

			Nix shook his head. “I wouldn’t trust anyone in the intelligence community. And certainly no one in the Carnivale.”

			“How about a senator? Maybe Verdier. He’s the one that sent more agents to outlaw space. He represents my home world, Oliphant, in the Senate. Our world is loyal, no love for the MCR. We can trust Verdier.”

			“Verdier… yes, let’s take it to him.” Nix unclasped his hands and waved Soren ahead of him. “Who else have you told about this?”

			“No one.”

			“Not even your bot?”

			“I destroyed my assigned unit’s core and replaced it with something off the shelf. It doesn’t have enough of the details to know anything more than he works for a smuggler.” Soren started down the stairs and Nix followed. 

			“Good.”

			Nix snapped an arm around Soren’s neck and pulled the agent backward. There was a click of a blade popping out of the sheath hidden beneath Nix’s forearm and the senior agent stabbed Soren in the back. 

			The blade ripped through Soren’s jacket, but turned aside when it struck the armored weave hidden beneath his clothes. The blade and Nix’s arm shot past Soren’s body. Soren grunted in pain from the force of the blow and clutched Nix’s arm, struggling to free his airway. He twisted his hips to pull Nix off-balance and slammed him into the stairwell wall, still holding tightly to the older man’s arm. 

			Nix chopped Soren’s neck with his free hand, causing the younger agent to release him. He followed with a violent shove that sent Soren forward, stumbling down the stairs until he halted his progress by crashing flat onto the stairwell floor.

			Soren had only moments to roll to one side as Nix jumped down the remaining steps to pounce upon him. The senior agent missed a plunging stab, sending sparks flying against the floor where Soren had been a second before. 

			Back on his feet, Soren lurched forward as Nix swiped at him with the knife, deflecting the attack with his armored triceps. As Nix rebalanced for another lunge, Soren leapt and slid down the next flight of stairs, fumbling for the blaster strapped to his ankle. His slide turned into a roll just as he got the weapon free. 

			The stop on the next floor was ugly, leaving Soren dizzy and battered. Still, he brought his pistol up and fired. The small charge blaster bolt smacked into the briefcase Nix clutched against his body as a sort of shield to accompany his knife attack. The professor threw the briefcase at Soren, knocking the blaster off target as Soren fired a second time, sending the bolt up the stairwell wide of its target. 

			The older Nether Ops agent kept up his assault, showing a speed uncommon for a man of his age. He followed up his briefcase toss by closing the gap between the men and kicking Soren in the wrist. The blaster went flying away, clattering down more stairs.

			Soren gripped his wrist as he involuntarily reeled up on his knees from the force of the blow. The young agent stood up and pressed his back to the wall as Nix slashed at his exposed neck. He’d evidently wised up to the under-armor’s presence and was seeking to land a surer strike. The Carnivale agent had no malice in his eyes, no emotion to his face, as he tried to murder his protégé. 

			As the plunging attack came down, Soren got an arm up in defense. The blade cut across his forearm, slashing through the tweed jacket but still unable to pierce the body armor beneath. Though his flesh wasn’t sliced, the blow still sent pain up Soren’s arm. He snaked a quick punch against Nix’s solar plexus and earned a grunt from the older man. 

			Both men were sweating and panting from the effort.

			Nix brought the blade back around in a reverse swing only to have it countered as Soren jammed his elbow against Nix’s upper arm, killing the blow’s momentum. Soren brought his fist over Nix’s shoulder and punched him just in front of his ear. 

			The ferocity of the blow caused Nix to falter and for a moment Soren thought he’d knocked the man out. But Nix turned the stumble into a twist and stabbed Soren in the gut. 

			Again the decision to purchase armor back on Qadib saved his life. The vicious attack felt like a blaster bolt hit him, but the knife tip didn’t punch through. Nix put his strength into his knife arm and rammed it home even harder. 

			Now the tip pierced the armor’s synthweave. Now there was blood. 

			Soren snapped his head back and smashed his forehead against Nix’s nose. 

			Nix gagged from the rushing onset of blood—a broken nose—and pulled back. 

			Knowing that above all else he needed to remove Nix’s weapon from the equation, Soren kicked the man’s shoulder, causing it to buckle with a wet pop. The older man gasped and collapsed against the guardrail, the knife falling over the edge. 

			Soren grabbed him by the neck and rammed his head against the railing, splitting Nix open and sending more blood streaming down his face. The older agent went down in a heap. 

			Breathing heavily, Soren touched his shirt and looked at the bloody fingers that came away. “What is this? I’m… I’m doing this for the… Republic.” 

			Nix looked up at him from beneath a crimson mask.

			“So am I.” Nix pulled another knife free from the housing beneath his forearm and lunged at Soren’s exposed throat. But he was too weak. Too slow. Soren parried the strike to one side and delivered an elbow to Nix’s jaw that sent him to one side. 

			Nix bent forward at the waist as he impacted the railing. His momentum carried him forward and over the top. Nix let out a pitiful cry as gravity took over and he fell. 

			Soren grasped at his mentor’s ankle but found nothing but air, and was left to watch Nix careen off a lower handrail and bounce against the stairwell side until he crashed to the bottom with a sickening crunch. 

			Watching Nix’s twisted body from above, Soren’s face contorted with pain as the blows he took made themselves known. The blood on his shirt was spreading. 

			“Oba’s tears!” He beat a fist against the railing. “Oba, why is this happening?” 

			He hurried down the stairs, recovering his pistol and then coming upon Nix’s knife on another step. He picked it up, seeing his own blood still on the tip. 

			Shrugging off his slashed tweed jacket, he tossed it onto the landing two floors down below the auditorium. Campus security would work their way up from the bottom and check that floor first when they found the jacket. 

			Soren shouldered his way through a door and found himself in a cafeteria. Banners with slogans for Unity Day hung along the walls. Most of the students had their eyes glued to their datapads. 

			He pressed a thumb against the side of his ear to activate the comm receiver. 

			“Heywood. Sunshine.”

			“Oh, hello, sir. I seem to be trapped in the same recurring nightmare. How are you?”

			“I need a fire alarm in tower four of Utopion University. Now.” 

			“As you like.” 

			Soren thought he heard the bot humming a few seconds before the klaxons went off and overhead sprinklers sprayed fire retardant foam across the mess hall. 

			Soren scooped up the foam and wiped it against the bloody spot on his shirt and over his face. 

			“Acceptable?” Heywood asked. 

			“Zelle would be proud.” Soren joined a throng of panicky students as they made for the exits.

			“Imagine how proud I would be if I had any notion of who that person was.”
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			The skin knitter hurt like the proverbial son of a bitch as Soren mended the knife wound to his abdomen. Nix had gone for the artery, which would have led to unconsciousness and a quick death within minutes if severed.

			Soren was lucky to be alive, though he didn’t feel like it at the moment. Skinpacks would be much less painful, but not as quick. And time didn’t seem a commodity Soren was stocked with.

			He ran his bloody fingers under the tap of the fleabag hotel he’d rented in the capital’s red-light district. The hotel didn’t have a staff, just pay-as-you-go cash kiosks and a strict no video policy. A janitor bot locked in the corner would spruce up the room after every customer. By the smell of the place, the bots were in need of an overhaul, and Soren wondered if the machines did any good at all given the general uncleanliness of the room. Any investigator that came looking for a trace of him here would be utterly confounded. A DNA sweep would pick up an uncomfortable number of individuals. 

			“Not bad, Doctor Voss,” Soren said to himself as he checked his handiwork in the mirror. 

			Nix left a good scar and several bruises across Soren’s body. The surviving agent set the knitter on the sink and scrubbed his face with a towel. The hotel room was tiny, with a bed much too large for it, pamphlets for all manner of in-room services, and a holoscreen that was entirely pay-per-view. A single window looked out toward the building across the street. But behind that were the skyscrapers and green vibrancy of One Voice Park in the distance. 

			The place where, tomorrow, everything Soren feared would become a reality. 

			Early dawn worked over the horizon, the sunlight mingled with the nighttime lights of the city, that ambiguous stretch between night and day.

			The Unity Day parade would begin in a few hours. 

			He activated his comm. 

			“Heywood. Sunshine.”

			“Another day. Another disappointment. What do you have against me being online?”

			“You can be detected while you’re online.”

			“I’m more likely to be detected when you have me hacking systems.” 

			“That’s different. I can make sure you don’t get into trouble.”

			Soren sat on the foot of his bed and looked out the window. A bowl of cold shaved beef and rice sat on the nightstand, barely touched.

			“And who, pray tell, is doing that for you?”

			Soren ignored the comment. Still staring out the window. “My parents brought me here as a kid.”

			“This is why you contacted me, sir? I could download a full suite of human psychiatric programs if you’d let me go online.”

			“We went to the Museum of the Republic. Saw the Founding Documents behind all those stasis fields and thick glass. I remember being on my father’s shoulders for hours as we watched the Unity Day parade. This was back when it was more about the military than celebrating… well, anything but the military. My father would’ve complained nonstop about what it’s become now.”

			“The parade or the Republic?”

			“Both. More about the Republic. Oliphant was a neutral world until the Savage Wars. Not part of any of the old confederacies or alliances. The planet saw the threat coming and pledged their forces for the fight, even if it meant joining the Republic in the process. Oliphant coming into the fold during that time was… something special. My family fought in the wars.”

			“Not uncommon.”

			“I know I lost two great-uncles and a distant cousin to the Battle of Sylvan Beach. I grew up in love with the Republic.”

			“Your current business model of smuggling and illicit arms deals seems at odds with that sentiment.”

			“I keep forgetting which Heywood I’m talking to.”

			“I’m the one that deserves a shiny new chassis. Just because I’m the same model doesn’t mean his failings are mine. Do your human religious beliefs in original sin somehow apply to me?”

			Soren picked up a datapad and began tapping. 

			“Our situation has more to do with faith than anything else. I… had faith in the Republic. I, mean, I still do.” Soren toyed with his datapad and then let it hang beside his leg.

			“You don’t sound convinced.”

			“You grow up with an ideal,” Soren said as he began tapping the datapad again. “You have this picture in the mind of what the Republic is. What your family fought and died for. Then you join the navy and see the fraud, waste, and abuse rampant through the fleet. So you volunteer for something exciting that exists to protect the Republic during a time of crisis and… you see things aren’t that different. In fact, they’re much worse.” 

			“Do you believe things were markedly better during the Savage Wars?”

			“Planets in flames. Billions dead. Whole thing was a nightmare until the Legion got everything under control. Seems as soon as the war was over, society and the Republic just dissolved into squabbling groups of special interests. No one cared about the whole anymore. But there are those who still believe. Heywood, I need to see Senator Verdier.”

			Soren tapped a photo of the senator from his home planet and sent it over the encrypted link he had with the Iago. 

			“The senator’s office is closed for the holiday. There is a waiting list for office visits.”

			“This isn’t a social call. I want you to access the Senate’s personnel records and show me everyone that’s on Verdier’s payroll.” Soren pulled up a map of the city near where the senator kept his office and began tabbing through restaurant listings. 

			“So I am being allowed back online. Excellent.”

			“Only so far as accessing what I told you to.”

			“As you like. Am I looking for anything in particular?”

			“Just send me what you find.” Soren highlighted two locations and picked up his small pistol from the nightstand. He had enough in the charge pack for nine almost pitifully small blasts. Or maybe one surefire, armor-punching killer. If he could get close enough. 

			The rest of his armaments included Nix’s knife and his armor weave drying on a hanger. He picked up the knife and studied it in the light. A biocomposite of layered bone cells. Strong as steel and sharp as a razor, but engineered to evade Republic scanners. 

			“Sent,” the bot said. 

			Soren set the knife down and picked up his datapad and scrolled through profiles, stopping to read closer on a few then nodded when he found an awkward photo of a young man. Barely out of college. Prominent family name from the senator’s planet. Listed as ‘Assistant Administrative Specialist to the Assistant Secretary of Office Affairs.’

			“Have you found something?” Heywood asked.

			“The kaff kid. Send me his entire file.” 
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			Brent McCarty checked his holowatch and glanced at the knot of baristas behind the counter. They knew who he was. They knew who the order was for. And yet they still took their sweet time preparing the three fat-free-deffevmint-sprinkled- kaff whippers. 

			Honestly. 

			Sure, there was a line of tourists almost out the door waiting to pay premium prices for scalded kaff, but the baristas knew who he was. Bad enough he had to even stand in line.

			“Brenny!” a girl in an apron called out and pushed his order across the counter in a paper carrier. She’d forgotten the fourth cup of dye-free sweetener packets and napkins. Again.

			But there was no longer any time to wait.

			Brent took the drinks away and stuffed a handful of neutrino additives into his pocket as he squeezed past waiting patrons. “Excuse me.”

			He brushed through the door and looked at his watch. Senator Verdier expected his drink in precisely fourteen minutes and this holiday was throwing everyone’s schedule out of whack.

			Brent hurried down the sidewalk, maneuvering around tourists taking selfies of the House of Reason dome in the background. Why people insisted on the real thing was a mystery to him. There were more than enough apps out there to make it look like you’d gone most anywhere in the galaxy for a snap. 

			A dwahser ahead of him ambled to the right. Brent went left and was almost hit by a delivery drone. He ducked back to the right to get around the elephantine alien, who bumped him off-balance and into an open door. Some unseen bystander grabbed him by the back of the collar and steadied him. 

			The saving motion caused Brent to jostle his tray of drinks, spilling some through its lid. “Careful, I’ve got beverages here.”

			The open door Brent detoured into was to a beauty salon. One that was empty for the day’s festivities.

			“Thanks,” Brent said, looking the man up and down. He was well dressed with bruises and marks on his face, like he’d been in a fight the night before. Brent ran his hand over his perfectly coifed hair. He was always looking for the next hot stylist on Utopion, but this one seemed dangerous. “So… you own this place?”

			“Ben McCarty?” Soren asked. 

			“Brent McCarty.” The aide hesitated. Had he been in this salon before? He looked at his watch then at the lanyard around Soren’s neck—he worked in the Senate building. Brent reached for his own ID tags stuffed into a coat pocket. “Do I know you? Aren’t you from Dryden’s office?”

			“Nothing personal.” Soren shoved a bottle under Brent’s nose and spritzed him. 

			Brent’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed. Soren deftly caught the drinks before they could spill, then dragged the unconscious man to one of salon seats and lifted him into it. He pulled off Brent’s coat and enerchained the man’s wrists to the seat. 

			Soren pressed a palm against Brent’s. Pain radiated through Soren’s fingers as the infiltration sleeves he wore re-formed his biometric markers to match the staffer’s. 

			Soren took a couple deep breaths then ran a scanner over Brent’s face. Soren’s face pinched and stretched, feeling like thousands of needles were knitting his skin and muscles. He gasped as the procedure ended.

			“Test, test,” Soren said, his voice re-modulating to match the staffer’s. “Brent McCarty. There we go.” 

			Finally, he pulled a sensor wand from the side of a datapad and ran it over Brent’s well-coiffed hair. Soren’s hood changed to match. Thankfully the two men had the same hair color and so there wasn’t need for a wig.

			He looked in a salon mirror and worked his jaw from back and forth, feeling the painful pinch against his entire face. Glancing down at the unconscious aide, he said, “If it’s any consolation, you look so good it hurts.”

			Soren grabbed the drinks and left the salon as Brent McCarty, Senator Verdier’s aide. 

			* * *

			Offices in the Senate Chamber made up the outer rings surrounding the great auditorium where business was conducted. The more prominent the senator, the closer their office was to the inner chamber. And with each member planet of the Republic sending two senators to Utopion, those finding themselves with offices at the edges of the massive building were literally miles away from the inner elites. 

			Soren hurried by a knot of well-dressed men and women along with a bevy of other humanoids wearing their customary finest clothing. He walked along a hall whose one wall was an uninterrupted window overlooking the Senate floor. The gallery pointed at seats and tried to remember which belonged to which planet and representative. 

			Political junkies, Soren thought. Ought to find a better hobby. 

			Most of the foot traffic in the hallways was already flowing toward the exits to view the parade. Those this deep in the capital likely had assigned seats to watch the festivities, meaning they didn’t need to leave early to find a place. That they were already moving told Soren he didn’t have much time left. 

			He lifted his tray of kaff up to eye level as he sidestepped around a woman digging through her purse at the security station leading to Senate offices. A tired-looking guard took Soren’s handprint and waved him over a red glass line in the floor. Scanners swept over Soren as he crossed the line and the same guard kept waving. 

			Soren got a step past him when he heard it. 

			“Hey, Brent,” the guard snapped. 

			Soren turned around and traced the guard’s eyes to the kaff cups. 

			“Sorry. Been one of those days.” Soren held the tray up to the guard and he took a drink out. 

			“Looks like you had one of those nights, too,” the guard said, a wolfish grin on his face. “Your eyes are bloodshot as all hell.”

			Soren winked. “Unity Day mixer went late.”

			The guard took a sip of his kaff and Soren smiled at him. “Tell me her name later.” 

			Soren turned left, saw the directory with Verdier’s office number and turned around. 

			“Went real late,” he said as he hurried off in the proper direction. 

			The path to the senator’s office was less crowded, but hardly empty. Soren did his best to appear a man on a mission, intent on delivering his drinks on time at all costs. He nodded at the smiling faces that all knew “Brent” by name until finally he reached Verdier’s office and stepped inside.

			Verdier’s office had extravagant oil paintings depicting Oliphant from orbit, moving holo-images of the Finch Waterfall on the planet’s main continent, and bowls full of little red candy balls that Soren knew tasted of cherries, strawberries, and rambutan. The candy was a local delicacy so expensive that Soren’s parents only ever bought it during the holidays. 

			Past the lavish reception area was a cubicle farm with a wide pathway leading to the senator’s door, a grand affair made of rich mahogany. Soren moved to the immense door, approaching a frumpy woman with horn-rimmed glasses who glared at him.

			“You are almost late,” she hissed. 

			“Sorry.” Soren pulled out a kaff. She snagged it from him as he walked past her. 

			Pushing the heavy door open, he found Senator Verdier at the back of the room, looking through a slightly tilted glass window wall at the Senate chamber below. Verdier looked older than he seemed in the information holos, campaign bursts, and other social media blips Soren was subjected to as a citizen of Oliphant. In those images, he seemed barely in his fifties. In reality he appeared an older man with white temples and dark hair streaked through with gray. 

			“Thank you, Brent.” The senator motioned Soren toward his desk without removing his gaze from the chambers below. The agent put the last kaff down on the desk and saw that Verdier was watching his reflection in the glass wall. 

			The senator turned, his posture now tense. “Brent, how is it you’re three inches taller?” 

			Soren gently slid the kaff tray to the center of the desk and showed the senator his palms. 

			“I’m not Brent, sir,” he said, seeking to keep his voice as calm and soothing as possible. Offering no hint of malice.

			“Then my eyes don’t deceive me. Who are you?”

			“My name is Soren Voss. I’m a Nether Ops field agent. Number 99-337.” He switched off the voice modulator on his neck and deactivated in infiltration hood, causing a painful ripple to surge across his face. “You and the Republic are in great danger.” 

			The senator frowned. “That seems to be Nether Ops tech on your face, all right. But where is Brent? What did you do to him?” 

			Soren followed the senator’s eyes as they glanced from Soren to his desk. He likely had a weapon there. 

			“Your aide is fine,” Soren said, again holding out his palms to show he meant no harm. “I needed a discrete way into your office, which I think you’ll understand once I explain the situation to you.”

			The senator’s hands balled into fists and he looked ready to make a run for the door. 

			There was a creak behind Soren. 

			“Brent,” the secretary hissed. “Why are you still in there? The senator has a—you’re not Brent…”

			“It’s all right, Bertha,” Verdier said. “We’re just having a chat.”

			“… of course, Senator.” The door creaked again, then clicked shut. 

			“I’ll need to hear the compelling and short version now.” Verdier walked to his desk, moving closer to where he kept his weapon. He sat down in his chair. “Why would a Nether Ops agent need to sneak in here to see me?”

			Soren began to peel up the infiltration hood, pausing to say, “Senator, if you don’t mind?” 

			Verdier nodded. 

			Soren peeled the hood off the rest of the way and rubbed his bare scalp. He rolled up the thin synthskin and tucked it inside his jacket. 

			 “Thank you, Senator. Damn thing hurts and it only has a few minutes of power left. To the point, the short version: I have uncovered evidence that the MCR is planning a terrorist attack of some sort at the Unity Day Parade. I have further evidence that they are being helped by members inside the government and Nether Ops itself. Hence the need for secrecy in coming to you.”

			Verdier arched an eyebrow. “Perhaps I’d better have the long version, Mister Voss.”

			Soren recounted his operation from his initial assignment on Strach and got to the legionnaire ambush on Rintaka when the senator held up a hand. 

			“Stop, Mr. Voss.” He shook his head. “Let me stop you right there. You expect me to believe that legionnaires—the Republic’s elite defenders—are somehow involved in this?”

			“Sir, not legionnaires per se. These were all appointed officers working as a collective cell. I can provide proof.” Soren reached into a pocket and placed his hand on the desk, leaving four ID chits on the carved mahogany. “These weren’t just four random rogues, sir. They—” 

			“Senator?” Bertha said from the door. “He’s here.” 

			“Show him in.” Verdier swept his hand across the desk.

			Soren quickly pocketed the ID chits. 

			A man with an unbuttoned jacket entered the room. His gait and the way he scanned the room, focusing on Soren first, screamed ‘bodyguard.’ A thick vine of scar tissue crept out of his hairline and touched his right eye: a prosthetic that glinted in the light. Soren saw the handle of a pistol inside his coat. His trim physique was padded with flex-armor. 

			“That’s enough, Pattar,” called a voice from outside.

			A man gave the bodyguard a pat on the shoulder and walked past him inside. He was elderly, only a few wisps of hair white left, liver spots prominent on his hands and temples, but he walked like a younger man. He bore a senator’s pin on his lapel, but even without that, Soren recognized him instantly. 

			“Senator Dryden,” Verdier said as he stood, arms wide and welcoming. “You know your man Pattar frightens my office ladies.”

			“Let them cluck.” Dryden smiled and gave Soren a quick glance before sitting across from Verdier. “Besides, Pattar’s a gentle soul. Isn’t that right?”

			“He’s new.” Pattar clasped his hands over his waist and stared at Soren. He inhaled slowly into a snort, like a dog taking in the scent of a stranger.

			“Yes, a new hire from Oliphant.” Verdier passed Soren a datapad and waved a hand toward a couch against a wall. “Looks to be very promising. He was just finishing up a report for me and I’d like for him to stay a bit if that’s agreeable?”

			Dryden shrugged. “It’s your office.” 

			Soren ducked his head slightly as any office drone might have and hurried over to the couch. He began tapping out further details of his journey to Verdier’s office while he eavesdropped on the two senators’ conversation. 

			“Is Delegate Karr going to do it today?” Verdier asked Dryden. 

			“During the parade,” the older man said with a sniff. “His office lined up the usual media talking heads to broadcast the message just as some Army unit marches past. One thing I’ve always admired about Orrin is that he’s always had a good sense of timing: announcing an entirely new corps of legionnaires and two new fleets fresh from Tarrago to deal with the MCR menace.” 

			“Legion Commander Keller has been asking for a new corps for some time,” Verdier observed.

			Dryden rolled his eyes. “Well, the new corps is required to have an officer corps consisting of sixty percent appointees. Minimum. So Keller’s joy at getting this new toy has been somewhat tempered.”

			Verdier nodded. “I am still uncertain as to the extent of this MCR ‘menace’ as you say, Senator Dryden. Outside of a handful of concentrated operations, they seem more focused on picking at isolated systems and performing terrorist operations on worlds already sympathetic to them.”

			“The loss of a destroyer is not something to simply shrug off.”

			“I know,” Verdier said. “It’s only that the MCR is a symptom of a larger problem. And it’s my belief that spending Oba knows how much on new ships and legionnaires to fight the MCR will only make the problem worse. If the House of Reason tells the Republic we’re arming for war, the MCR will get even more desperate.”

			“Let them,” Dryden said. “The more terrorist acts they commit, the easier it will be to justify our response. Downplaying the exact nature and how close their attack was against the House of Reason was a mistake.”

			Verdier looked down. “We both know that had more to do with who they’d partnered with than anything else.” 

			“The zhee could have been left out of it and the point would still stand.” Dryden clapped his hands together. “It’s not like the Legion needs convincing to kill someone first. But we need the taxpayers to take on a bit more of the burden that comes with sending those boys to do the job. And patriotism will always help sugarcoat that bitter pill.”

			“Karr can announce what he likes,” Verdier said. “Taxes are already at an all-time high and it’s not like he can snap his finger and create legionnaires or ships.”

			Dryden smiled. “Orrin wouldn’t make an announcement if he didn’t already have the necessary support in the House of Reason or Senate.”

			Verdier smiled. “True enough. Which leads me to wonder why you are even telling me this?”

			“Because you’re on record as something of a pacifist.” Dryden gave a wry smile. “And… something of a tightwad when it comes to spending. No offense.”

			“I take that as a compliment.”

			“The media will go straight to you after the announcement and Karr wants you on his side for this.”

			“Karr doesn’t have the votes to get the funding through the Senate,” Verdier said. “That’s why you stopped by my office.”

			“What would it take to get you on board to safeguard the Republic?”

			“Save your spin for the networks,” Verdier said, his face flushing with checked anger. “A spending bill like that won’t solve anything. It will only serve to make matters much, much worse. If we simply put time and effort into fixing the rot in our institutions, the MCR won’t have any reason to fight.” 

			“They’re mid-core barbarians.” Dryden waved a hand in the air. “Barely better than the monsters we fought in the Savage Wars.”

			“The MCR are Republic citizens who are engaged in open rebellion. That is not the same as the Savage Wars. At all.” 

			Dryden smiled slowly. “Well. I’m disappointed, naturally. But at least we have Unity Day to show our support for the Republic. Differences withstanding.” 

			Verdier glanced at Soren and rapped his fingertips on his desktop. 

			“I’ll do this much, Dryden,” he said to the old senator. “Karr can count on me to only speak about this problem in his office. I’ll keep my disagreement out of the headlines… for now.”

			“That can and will be arranged.” Dryden got up slowly. “A media cycle of rah-rah-Legion, a little boost to defense sector stocks on speculation. Can’t ask for more from a Unity Day, can we?”

			Verdier glanced at the chrono on his wall. “See you in the box?” 

			Dryden shuffled toward the door. “Yes, yes. Delegate Karr’s office will be in touch. Come, Pattar.” 

			Dryden’s bodyguard gave Soren a sidelong glance as he followed the senator out of the office.

			Soren stood up. “The legionnaires I mentioned—they were all appointed by Senator Dryden.”

			Verdier stayed quiet for a moment, then said, “I have a hard time believing he’s involved in this plot you’ve uncovered. He wants a stronger military. Wants the MCR crushed. Why work both sides of the conflict?”

			“The evidence may be circumstantial,” Soren patted the pocket with the legionnaires’ identity chips, “but it is there.”

			Soren paused. Remembering the black and red armor that left the planet. “Senator, does the name or phrase ‘Goth Sullus’ mean anything to you?” 

			Verdier shook his head slowly. “Nothing.”

			Soren bit his lip and then handed Verdier the datapad where he’d brought up weapons schematics for the cargo he’d delivered. “Whatever connection Dryden had to those legionnaires on Rintaka, the reasoning can wait. What I know for sure, beyond any shadow of a doubt, is that there is a threat right now. Military grade N-4 rifles the conspirators wanted were delivered to this city.” 

			“Weapons you delivered,” Verdier mumbled, taking up the datapad. “Which is typical Nether Ops, in my experience. Make a larger mess and then cry for action and more funding. Mister Voss, the capital city has a billion people in it when the House and Senate aren’t in session. Many more beyond that on a day like today. But you maintain that a case of blaster rifles comprises an existential threat?”

			Soren frowned. This was essentially the argument Nix had made. Before he’d made the attempt to kill Soren.

			“Senator, these weapons went to men with training. I’d bet my salary they were once Legion and are seeking to do as much damage as possible with them. I’m Nether Ops, sir. We believe a dagger in the dark is worth more than a thousand swords at dawn.”

			Verdier dropped the slate on his desk and rested his forearms on either side. 

			“It is hard to believe any of this,” the senator said, “but I pushed the Security Council to seek appropriation for additional agents to investigate the MCR. My understanding was that while Dark Ops was on top of it, Nether Ops pushed back. Hard. Now you show up with evidence that there are corrupt elements in that institution…” Verdier shook his head. “It’s good you brought this to me. No one else would have believed you.”

			“Then you need to—”

			“This is where the weapons are right now?” He tapped the datapad. 

			“That’s where the cases with the trackers are. If the rifles are still in there is speculation. I would suspect not.”

			“I have a contact in the Capital District PD. I’ll send these coordinates as an anonymous source. If it’s as you say, they’ll at least find some evidence of what you’re talking about. This planet is a gun-free zone. Even weapons cases are enough to arrest anyone on hand.”

			The senator stood up and put on his coat. 

			“If this contact of yours is reliable and to be trusted,” Soren said, standing by Verdier’s side, “then I agree. But I admit I’ve had some… trust issues lately.”

			“He’s Oliphant born and bred, same as us. A family friend.” Verdier made for the door and motioned for Soren to follow. “You’re coming to the parade with me. I’ll take you to Karr’s office myself once this is all over with.” 

			Soren followed, acutely aware of how unarmed he was. 

			“Senator, if anyone in Nether Ops sees me…”

			“Aren’t you dead?” the senator asked as they passed a very confused looking Bertha on their way out the door.

			“Far as they know.”

			“Then appreciate that they aren’t looking for you. If anyone pushes the panic button around you, it proves they’re in on the conspiracy. Isn’t that how this spy thing works?”

			Soren smiled and shook his head. “Senator, I believe you may have missed your true calling.”

			“Sometimes I wonder. Now let me send a message to Brent so he doesn’t panic when he recovers from… whatever you did.”
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			Soren kept a step behind Verdier as they made their way through a narrow tunnel lit by glow pods in wrought iron frames. 

			“They don’t mention this part of the capital in school, do they?” the senator asked. 

			“I took a tour once when I was a kid,” Soren said, trying to make sense of the labyrinth all around him. “This wasn’t a part of it.”

			Verdier smiled. “These tunnels run under the entirety of the capital compound and then some. Sometimes we want to be seen mingling with constituents. Sometimes we’re late to a committee hearing and don’t want attention along the way.” 

			“And maybe sometime you’ll have to escape…”

			“Yes, that too.”

			Soren stepped over a puddle and hurried through an intersection. “Why is it that Senator Dryden has a security escort and you don’t?” 

			“Fear is a state of mind,” Senator Verdier said. “The more security you have, the less you’re open to what’s around you. If I have a former legionnaire glaring at everyone that comes near me, what good am I? I’m a representative of the people. The people need to be able to speak to me.”

			“If I could get through the House’s security, so could someone else.”

			“Perhaps, but you had to disarm yourself to make it this far, remember?”

			The senator turned down a hallway. Overhead, the pounding of feet echoed through the walls. 

			“But suppose you entered my office impersonating Brent and I had a bruiser like Pattar by my side? You’d be in a holding cell right now. Consider what refraining from a personal guard brought me.” 

			The senator turned and gave Soren a warm smile. Something more than a politician’s practiced face. Something genuine.

			“Proof of rot at the very heart of Nether Ops. Perhaps the Senate itself.”

			“I’m grateful to have you as a senator rather than Dryden,” Soren said, checking behind to be sure they weren’t being followed.

			Verdier laughed. “Pattar would’ve crushed your skull for laughs. Assuming Dryden’s other guards didn’t nab you first.”

			The senator stopped at an armored door and held a wrist up to a sensor. A light traveled around a bracelet and the door slid open with a pop. They stepped into a small alcove behind a semi-transparent holo-wall, fronds of a small tree on the other side. The sounds of cheers and beating drums were much louder now, echoing down the hallway beyond the faux wall. 

			“Everyone loves a parade.” Verdier smoothed out his suit and adjusted his hair before stepping through the holo-wall. 

			Sunlight shone through domed archways at the top of a flight of stairs running along a hallway that curved in the distance. House of Reason and Senate staffers stood in little knots, vaping and checking their datapads, oblivious to the celebration happening just beyond the archways. 

			Security guards waved the senator up the stairs and didn’t give Soren a second look. 

			The stairs let out to a raised platform wreathed with flowers. Senators and House delegates stood against the railing, waving at the parade marching past just a few yards below. A cheering throng could be felt as much as heard, as aliens and humans from throughout the galaxy mixed and added their diverse voices to the celebration. Music and a scripted account of the parade blared from floating bots mounted with amplifiers. A wide boulevard ringed the entire capital. The inner lanes were fenced off and manned by capital police, forming a thin line between the crowds watching the parade and those marching. 

			Soren’s instincts went into overdrive as he searched for any threats. Following Verdier to the railing with his true face exposed made him feel as though he had a giant target on his back. He looked down just as a mob of college students carrying poorly written signs littered with spelling and grammatical errors walked past the review stand. Soren wasn’t sure what they wanted, but they made up for the ambiguity with volume and vulgar slogans. 

			Small media drones crisscrossed back and forth along the stand, stopping to zoom in on the Republic’s senior politicians as they waved and clapped. 

			The undisciplined mass of students paused to orchestrate an underwhelming shout of grief, where they stood in front of a gallery of House of Reason delegates, threw back their heads, and screamed in mourning for whatever was troubling them this semester. After a respectful period of observance, capital police wielding unpowered shock batons prodded them until they moved on. 

			Next came several ranks of horses ridden by men and women wrapped in bright-colored sashes and carrying flags with embroidered sigils. 

			“Should have put the cavalry in front of the protesters,” Verdier said, leaning over so Soren could hear him. “Let them deal with some actual horseshit.” 

			“They’d have thrown it at you, Senator.” 

			Soren looked up and down the review stand, still scanning for anyone with a weapon. An N-4 wasn’t easy to conceal, but neither was it impossible. But he saw nothing. And the skies were clear but for hovering capital police air sleds. Just how many snipers had a bead on his position was anyone’s guess. 

			Verdier reached into the flower box stocked with fragrant, yellow-petaled annuals and flicked a pebble out. The pebble’s progress halted with the hiss and snap of a force field. 

			“We’re fine here,” the senator said. “The appropriations committee lets a lot of pork slip through, but none of my fellows complain about spending taxpayer dollars on our protection. Isn’t this grand, Soren? Relax your vigil and enjoy yourself. This is a once-in-a-lifetime view for you, I’d imagine.” 

			Verdier waved to a lovely young woman on a horse as she ambled passed. She tossed a flower with brilliant silver petals at him that fell short of the force field. 

			“My father brought me to a Unity Day parade when I was a child,” Soren said. “And we certainly didn’t have seats this good.” 

			“This is the Republic.” Verdier said with a swelling of pride. He set his hands on the railing as a formation of dwahser followed the horses. The elephantine aliens had drums slung in front of them and beat out a marching pace with a stick grasped in their trunks. 

			“There’s ugliness in it,” the senator continued, “but if you look hard at anything, you’ll find something not to like. The Republic can be glorious, just as unified as it was in the final decades of the Savage Wars, but it takes those of us that believe in what we could be to have that vision, that drive to lead people to a better future that remembers what made us so great in the past.” 

			“I believe you, Senator.” Soren glanced around to be sure Verdier wasn’t just opining for a camera drone, but the drones were focused on a tight group of dignitaries a dozen yards away. 

			Boos went up from the crowd as the dwahsers went by. 

			Elderly men and women in old Republic Army uniforms came next. The front rank carried a sign proclaiming them as the Savage Wars Veterans Association. These were the last of a generation, many relying on cybernetics to even be present.

			The boos intensified as the veterans continued passed the review stand. Somewhere from the crowd, a unit of water was hurled at the old soldiers, nearly missing a spry little man wearing sergeant stripes.

			“There’s always a couple bad apples.” Verdier tried to signal to a capital police officer on the street below to point out the individual who threw the objects, but the officer either couldn’t see the senator or was ignoring him completely. 

			Soren looked down the gallery at the politicians, sick of the scene unfolding below him and wondering how they might respond to it. The knot of representatives broke up and Soren saw Delegate Karr and Senator Dryden standing together, smiling for a camera bot. Soren kept up on galactic politics as part of his Nether Ops duties—spies had to understand who they gathered information and acted for—and knew that the two men were long-standing icons in the House of Reason and Senate respectively. Each was quite capable of bending the body’s will to their own. 

			A bot zipping from spot to spot around them had no media markings. Soren suspected it belonged to one of the senators and they’d cherry-pick the best photos for release later. 

			“Senator Verdier!” someone called from behind them. 

			Soren braced himself as Brent McCarty, Verdier’s aide, made his way through the crowd. He wore a coat two sizes too big and his face was flush from running.

			“Senator!”

			Verdier spun around and grabbed Brent by the arms and spoke to the staffer in hushed tones.

			Brent looked over at Soren, his eyes widening in recognition. He continued listening, his eyes growing wider still and giving way to a sneer before the aide nodded quickly. 

			The senator gave the young man a pat on the arm and went back to watching the parade. 

			Brent, the top of his lip quivering, stood beside Soren. “I want my coat back, dick.”

			Soren shrugged. “Sorry not sorry.” 

			“You know you could have—”

			“No.”

			“Seriously, you had my attention and—”

			“Don’t make me regret letting you live.”

			Brent’s mouth opened and closed a few times, then he opted for silence. 

			The boos from the crowd grew louder and lustier. Verdier clapped harder as if seeking to counter them. The sound of marching feet, hundreds strong and in perfect time with each other, carried over the jeers. Soren stepped closer to the senator and looked over his shoulder. 

			A Republic army company made their way down the boulevard. The men in the ranks looked tired and some were pushing the upper limits of the army’s weight standards. The first ranks went past the reviewing stand and Soren looked hard at the rifles they carried. Mock-ups and not a single N-4. Solid hunks of plastic meant to look like the real thing. The uniform patches on their shoulders were for the logistics command, not a line combat unit. 

			“Couldn’t they have found some poor bloody infantry for this?” Verdier shook his head. “Unity Day parade and the joint chiefs send… what would you call them, Soren?”

			“Rep Army would call them REMFs,” the agent said. “Read Echelon Mother…”

			A glint of silver through the back ranks caught his eye. He leaned forward slightly to get a better look. 

			The boos died away to near silence as the next element of the parade passed by. 

			Two rows of a dozen total legionnaires in gleaming silver armor followed the Rep Army soldiers. The legionnaires stomped the heels of their sabbatons against the road, each footfall promising violence and fury.

			Soren didn’t doubt that the crowd hated what the Legion represented as much as the army. But the Legion commanded a certain respect. Perhaps even a certain fear. As though, in response to the boos, they just may decide to take target practice on those delivering them. 

			They all carried N-4s. Real N-4s with charge packs loaded. Fraggers hung from their belts and a legionnaire on either end of the front row had an aero-precision missile launcher strapped to his back. 

			“Oh no.” Soren looked back to the exits and saw Senator Dryden leaving Delegate Karr. A few others went with the senator. 

			Verdier clapped, his face beaming with pride as the legionnaires marched closer. The bot floated slowly from Karr toward the Oliphant senator. 

			Soren grabbed Verdier by the elbow. “You need to leave. Now.” 

			Verdier pulled away and shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Senator, they’re carrying the rifles I delivered,” Soren said, pointing at the men in the new gleaming “shinies” now standard in the Legion. “Those aren’t legionnaires. This is how they managed to bring them in. I’m telling you, we need to leave right—”

			A legionnaire called out, “Detachment… halt!” 

			The crowd mumbled with confusion. 

			Another group of student activists behind the legionnaires slowed, causing an accordion affect that made its way down the rest of the parade. 

			The legionnaires with the rocket launchers slipped them off their backs. A capital police officer timidly approached the legionnaire leading the element. He opened his mouth to speak and promptly received a backhand that knocked him to the ground.

			The crowd gasped at once.

			Verdier took a step forward at the surprising spectacle.

			“Senator!” Soren grabbed Verdier’s shoulder to pull him back, but McCarty wrapped his arms around the agent’s waist, wrenching him away. 

			“Leave… him… alone!” the aide managed to huff out as he dragged Soren a few steps away from the railing. 

			“The Mid-Core Rebellion will not be extinguished!” shouted the legionnaires, the amplifiers in their helmets turned to maximum output. 

			Soren sent an elbow in Brent’s temple and shoved the stunned man away. He leaped toward the senator as a legionnaire fired a rocket at the review stand. 

			Soren tackled the senator and covered him with his body as an explosion burst against the force field. The blast immediately caused the shields to fail and collapsed part of the review stand, spraying members of the House of Reason with shrapnel and hunks of concrete. 

			It felt as if knives raked across Soren’s back as pulverized permacrete dust washed over him and the senator in a cloud of a gray dust. He coughed and pulled Verdier to his feet. The older man’s face was covered in gray soot and his eyes were wide with shock, but he appeared otherwise unharmed. 

			Screams from the wounded and panic from the crowd washed through the haze. 

			“No,” the senator managed, “not the Legion too.”

			“That’s not the Legion.” Soren grabbed Verdier by the wrist as a second rocket screamed through the air over their heads and smashed into the outer wall of the House of Reason itself. The marble façade cracked and crumbled, burying a senator and her aides before they could escape back into the building. 

			The hum of powered batons from capital police sounded from the street as they swarmed to face the false legionnaires. They were answered by quick bursts from N-4 assault rifles. 
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			“Still want to stay?” Soren pointed to a partially blocked opening back into the House. 

			Verdier broke into a run. “Where’s Brent?” 

			“Doesn’t matter!” 

			Soren looked up as the unmarked bot from earlier trailed Verdier. He picked up a hunk of masonry and hurled it at the drone. The throw clipped the machine and sent it spinning away. 

			Verdier struggled over the broken marble as more shots from the legionnaires’ rifles broke through the din of terrified people. Utopion police were woefully unprepared for something like this, never imagining that they would need blasters in a blaster-free zone. It would be precious minutes until the tactical unit—or better still, the Legion garrison—could respond to the threat.

			Soren grabbed the senator by the belt and manhandled him through the gap. They had nearly outrun the firing angles afforded to the attackers down on the street when a legionnaire opened fire. 

			Pain blossomed in Soren’s left calf and he rolled down the other side of the rubble, hitting every sharp angle on the way. 

			There was a smoking blaster hole in his pants and his lower leg throbbed with agony, but the armor weave had stopped the round from tearing through his flesh. 

			Senator Verdier sat in the middle of the hallway, bewildered. Staffers ran around in a panic. Capital security ran around seemingly at random. 

			Soren got up and limped to the senator and hauled him up. “Passageway.”

			He prodded Verdier toward the holographic wall. The senator vanished on the other side of it and Soren heard a sudden girlish shriek. He rushed inside and found McCarty cowering against the armored door leading to the underground passageways. 

			“Senator?” the aide asked. “I-I came here to get the door for you.” He gave the control panel a quick pat. 

			A rifle fired from somewhere in the hallway and Soren put himself between the senator and the holo-wall. Armed personal security arrived with blaster pistols and joined the firefight as red-hot blaster bolts sizzled by the opening. A round bounced into the polished floor and then whacked into the alcove. 

			Brent yelped and shrank into a ball. 

			“Door!” Soren twisted the senator to unlock their escape route. 

			Verdier held up his bracelet and the mote of light ran around it, but the door didn’t open. “What?”

			He tapped it against the sensor again. “They… they’ve got the capital on lockdown. Wait, there’s an override code…” 

			Verdier slid a panel aside and stared at a keypad. 

			More gunfire streaked through the holo-wall. Soren saw a legionnaire move through the holographic opening, firing all the way. He twisted to one side, arm hanging loose, then jerked as more bolts from the private security hit home. 

			“I don’t,” Verdier put his hands on his hips, “I don’t remember my damn code.”

			An N-4 opened up just feet from the doorway, close to the wall that ran flush with the recessed security panel. Soren slid Nix’s knife out from his belt and raised his arms to his head. A legionnaire backpedaled right in front of him, engaged in a firefight with more security. 

			Soren slammed his arms onto the legionnaire’s shoulders and stabbed the knife into the synthprene around the man’s throat. The blade slipped into the seam, but stopped when it bit into the chest armor with just barely the point through. 

			Soren used the shock of his sudden attack to wrench the legionnaire off-balance and into the alcove wall. The legionnaire’s gleaming helmet took the brunt of the blow and cracked from the force. Still, the man was able to jab an elbow into Soren’s chest that knocked the breath out of him. 

			The agent slapped his palm against the butt of the knife and rammed it up into the legionnaire’s throat. There was a wet gargle and the legionnaire shoved Soren into the other side of the alcove, pawing at the knife in his throat as blood poured from the wound in gouts. He tried to lift his rifle but instead dropped it to the ground. He sank against the wall, chest heaving, then went still as his head lolled to one side. 

			Soren snatched up the N-4 and checked the charge counter on the buttstock. Mostly full. He pulled charge packs off the dead man’s webbing and looked at the senator and the aide. Both stared at him slack-jawed. 

			“The door!” Soren shouted as he removed three fraggers from the legionnaire. He pulled the knife free with a wet slurp. 

			“Your wife’s birthday backwards!” Brent said and Verdier snapped his fingers. 

			“Watch out! Watch out!” came from the hallway.

			Soren turned to look only to have a blast wave smack him off his feet. More rifles opened fire, all directed at the private security and bodyguards that the MCR must have hit with a fragmentation grenade. 

			Verdier leaned against the armored door, his eyes unfocused. The control box had six of eight numbers in it. 

			“Thirty-seven!” Brent squeaked. 

			Soren finished the code and Brent pushed his way through the door as it opened before the agent could get the senator through. Soren hit a button to shut the door and looked for anything in the dark and damp tunnel to bar it. 

			“This can’t be,” Verdier said. He was bleeding from his arm now and seemed disoriented. “Why? Why are they doing this?”

			“Worry about how we get you out of here.” Soren flipped the grip on Nix’s knife and stabbed it into the seam of the door’s frame. He beat the pommel with the rifle’s buttstock. 

			“There’s a series of panic rooms nearby.” Brent pointed a shaky finger down the tunnel. 

			“No.” Soren whacked the knife again and wedged its blade deeper into the door. “That’s the first place they’ll go. And if they could get in this deep, they’ll have a plan to get inside even those rooms. We need to get into the city, disappear into the crowd while Cap cops or the Legion get this under control.” 

			“There’s a shuttle pad on the roof,” Verdier said, breathing hard. “The local police should be on their way here in force.”

			“Want to trust just anyone we see?” Soren grimaced and touched his back, feeling where shrapnel had torn through the jacket. He brushed past a rip in the flex weave and his hand came away with blood on it. 

			“Clearly the Caps are on our side,” Brent said. “They’re sworn to protect the senator and—”

			The armored door groaned against its gears. Soren grabbed the senator by the back of his neck and pushed him down the tunnel. 

			Brent paused. “Wait, that could be the police and—”

			A sudden explosion from the other side of the door sent showers of dusty debris and fragmentation as the MCR on the other side blew off a corner, exposing a shaft of light from the other side. It was followed by a volley of blaster bolts that burned into the tunnel walls. 

			Soren heard the aide scream and scurry after Soren and Verdier. 

			The sound of blows pounding against the door dogged them as they ran down the tunnel. Prepared as they were, it didn’t seem the MCR were carrying cutting torches. 

			Soren felt the slow build of pain from his injuries as adrenaline wore off. They came to a narrow staircase. Soren pushed the Verdier up a few steps and then took cover against the wall, rifle up and covering the way they came. The stairs ended at another armored door.

			“Where’s this one go?” the agent asked. 

			“The west atrium, I think,” the senator said, shaking his head. He looked pale. 

			“There’s a speedlift to the roof close by,” Brent added. 

			Soren glanced at him and gave him a dirty look. 

			The aide gave an apologetic smile and ducked his head. “Yeah, those are probably disabled because of the shooting.”

			“This atrium leads outside?” Soren asked. 

			Down the tunnel, the doorway they’d fled from exploded and Soren could hear shrapnel blasting the surrounding passageway. The MCR had been able to rig enough of a charge to get through all the way. He leaned out and saw a billowing cloud of smoke.

			Soren leveled his N-4 and fired blindly into the smoke, only to be rewarded by a voice-modulated yelp of pain. That was good, it meant the Legion had cut off the MCR’s stolen comm system and the men were relying on external speakers. Hopefully a Legion quick reaction force would be on hand soon to put this insurgency down for good.

			A burst of blaster fire answered Soren and tore away at the brick edge of his cover. 

			“Get out!” Soren called as he pulled a fragger from his pocket. He quickly inspected it: a thermobaric. A grenade like that in this enclosed space would fry the flesh and crush the organs of anyone not in decent legionnaire armor—which meant everyone in this tunnel would die from its use. 

			Soren cursed and pulled out another one, a normal fragmentation grenade. He pulled the pin and looked back at the stairwell to check on the senator and his aide. The door was open and they were gone. Soren reached around to toss the grenade but a blaster bolt clipped his hand just as the explosive went flying. 

			Soren stifled a scream and practically flew up the staircase, seeking to gain distance on the grenade. He leaped out the doorway just as the fragger’s dual blasts went off. The narrow confines funneled the blast back up the stairs causing a loose brick to hit Soren in the ear where he lay. 

			“Ah,” Soren moaned through gritted teeth. He hurt all over, but the primary pain receptors were ringing from his head and hand. He looked down at his left hand where he’d taken the blaster bolt. The meat below his pinky was a ragged mess and bleeding with the skin above it blistering. Still, he was thankful it hadn’t hit the rifle; he held the weapon as he got up to his knees. 

			“Soren!” Senator Verdier called to him from behind a large, blown glass vase. 

			The atrium had spindly trees with gentle branches arching down throughout the room. Sunlight beamed in through wide windows that ended at waist-height on the far wall. Soren made out a wide parking lot full of sleds jammed together as too many tried to flee for the exits at the same time. The sound of muffled blaster fire beat through the air, albeit much less frequently than it had before. Attrition had taken a toll on the MCR terrorists.

			“The speedlift.” Brent hustled over and tapped the call button repeatedly. 

			Soren got to his feet and shook his bleeding hand out. Blood speckled his pants and the floor. He looked back. The atrium ended in a double staircase leading down from either side of the landing. 

			The sound of shuffling feet and sobs came from below the stairs. 

			“The roof,” Soren said as he tried to close his bleeding hand. 

			“But that’s twelve floors up,” whined Brent.

			“Lifts won’t work,” Soren said as he leaned against a pot almost as tall as he was and pressed his body weight against his forearm, trying to stem the bleeding while he fumbled with his belt buckle to make a tourniquet. 

			A ding sounded from speedlift’s control panel.

			“Don’t worry about it.” Brent pointed to the counter over the lift’s door, a smile on his face. 

			There was another ding and the lift opened. 

			Brent’s smile vanished as he came face-to-face with three of the marauding MCR legionnaires. 

			They shot him in the chest before he could say a word in protest. The aide fell back on his hands, blood and smoke pouring from his mouth. A legionnaire stepped out and kicked him in the face, sending the aide flat. 

			Soren ducked low against the vase and tried to get his left hand to grip the front of his rifle. Three fingers moved, but they were weak. 

			“There you are,” announced a legionnaire through his helmet as he looked at Verdier.

			Soren recognized the voice as Lausa’s from the restaurant. 

			Lausa pointed at the senator and another MCR insurgent stepped out and grabbed him by the coat. 

			“Do him here?” the man asked Lausa. 

			“Tunnels,” the cell leader replied. “Need to make it look like he was running. A coward.” 

			“I—” The senator squirmed like a child being dragged away by an angry parent. “I will not stand for this,” he said loudly while roughly carried along. 

			Soren set his rifle to full auto. 

			Lausa’s head snapped toward the noise. 

			Verdier’s voice was defiant. “Not standing for this in three, two… one!”

			The senator kicked his legs out and fell, pulling the legionnaire off-balance. 

			Soren came around the vase and opened fire. The rifle bucked wildly as he charged, spraying the legionnaires and sending rounds sizzling over the senator. The man holding the senator took two rounds to the chest and crumpled. 

			A bolt caught Lausa in the helmet and he spun around and pitched forward. 

			The N-4 went quiet, its charge pack empty as the third legionnaire ducked back into the elevator. Soren gripped the rifle by the barrel and swung it like a club as he rounded the elevator doors. The legionnaire inside blocked the strike and with his own weapon, but the blow caught him off-balance and knocked his N-4 out of his hands. 

			The agent rammed his shoulder into the legionnaire’s chest and pinned him against the elevator wall. Soren got a good look at the man’s armored fist just before it hooked into his mouth and sent him backpedaling. A copper tang flooded Soren’s mouth as he bounced off the wall and fell just as the legionnaire followed up with a thrust of his combat knife. 

			The attack was high—aimed for the space Soren’s head and neck had just occupied—and the blade buried itself up to the hilt in the metal wall as Soren reached for the still loaded weapon the legionnaire had dropped. He grabbed the rifle and swung it up just as the imposter legionnaire pulled his blade free and plunged down onto Soren before the agent could get the weapon on target. 

			The legionnaire’s forearm hit the rifle, stopping the blade tip inches from Soren’s face. 

			Soren could see himself in the reflection of the legionnaire’s shiny helmet as he tried to push the rifle up like a barbell and put space between the knife and himself, but the legionnaire was far too strong. 

			“Going to kill you fast,” the traitor said. “Kill the old man slow!”

			There was a crack and the back of the legionnaire’s helmet exploded, spraying the elevator with hunks of cheap armor and bloody matter. The legionnaire collapsed onto Soren and the knife fell out of nerveless fingers. 

			In the atrium, Senator Verdier held an N-4 and stared down at the smoking barrel. He tossed the weapon aside as though he’d just realized he was holding a snake. Soren pushed the legionnaire off of him and the body flopped in the doorway, blocking the door from closing. 

			Soren spat out a wad of blood and grabbed his foe’s rifle, thinking it held a full charge. 

			“Behind you!” he shouted at the senator. 

			Verdier spun around and fixed his eyes on Brent lying in a puddle of blood. “He’s still breathing!” 

			The senator went to his aide. 

			But Soren was speaking of Lausa, who had made it to his hands and knees, blood dripping from a crack in the front of his helmet. Soren aimed and shot the man in the chest, finding the weapon to be set on full auto. The weak, reflective armor buckled and the legionnaire collapsed. The N-4 dry fired and Soren’s vision swam as he fumbled with a fresh charge pack from his pocket. He used one hand to push the button to eject the spent pack, and struggled to pull it free when it got stuck. 

			Verdier grabbed Brent by the shoulders and tried to drag him back to the open elevator. The aide sighed a meager moan and one hand rose and fell against the ground. Verdier waddled back, pulling Brent into the speedlift. 

			Soren leaned over the aide and heard irregular wheezing coming from burnt and blistered holes in the man’s chest. He was deathly pale and his eyes were lost, staring into infinity. The young man had minutes to live if even that. 

			Soren put one hand on a blaster wound and did what little he could to stem the bleeding. He squinted, in a daze as his raw and pulpy finger blended in with the gore in Brent’s chest cavity. The agent looked back for the senator and saw him hurrying across the atrium for the rifle he’d tossed away earlier. 

			Soren opened his mouth to protest. A sharp pain from a broken jaw stopped him from vocalizing anything more than a groan. 

			Verdier picked up the rifle then froze. He let go with one hand, surreptitiously holding back the other palm for Soren to see, as if to keep him away. The senator gently set the rifle back on the ground and raised his hands. 

			“Senator Dryden,” Verdier said, a lump catching in his throat. “Why does Mr. Pattar have a gun pointed at me?”

			Soren got the cue instantly. Two men. Only Pattar was armed. He hastily activated his datapad’s recording suite, smearing the screen with blood.

			“All this confusion,” Dryden called out.

			Soren realized Pattar and Dryden had to be at least a dozen yards away. Not an easy shot in his current condition. He fumbled with the magazine but it slipped out of his bloodstained hands and bounced off the dead legionnaire. 

			“My aide has been shot and needs help.” Verdier pointed back to the speedlift. 

			“We’ll get to him in a minute,” Dryden said. “Can’t have any witnesses that might complicate the narrative.” 

			Verdier dropped his hands to his sides. 

			“Dryden… we’ve been in the Senate together for years. Why are you doing this? Do you know how many innocent people have—”

			“This Republic is not what you want it to be,” Dryden said flatly. “Never was and never will be. Men like you need to be out of the way so it can be rebuilt as strong as it once was during the Savage Wars.”

			Verdier looked around at the destruction. “Does all of this give an impression of strength? Dryden, you’ve always been a hawk. And now what are you telling me? That you helped orchestrate this attack with the MCR?”

			“The MCR desired an opportunity to save face. I desired an opportunity to wake this sleeping galaxy from its malaise and finally put forward a military capable of countering all threats. Tell me, Senator Verdier, do you know how many actual full combat fleets are at our disposal?”

			Verdier tilted his head. “I don’t… you did all this—you committed treason—just to ramp up the war with the rebels?”

			“They must be crushed! Every enemy of the Republic should be trod under foot. Only when the galaxy sees how close we stand to the brink, how weak we’ve let ourselves become, can we remake the Republic how it ought to be. This isn’t personal.” 

			Soren slid the charge pack into his rifle and got to his feet as fast as he could. He slipped in Brent’s blood and almost dropped the rifle. 

			“Don’t do this.” Verdier sounded on the edge of panic. “Who else is behind all this?”

			A blaster shot echoed through the atrium and the bolt burned a hole out of Verdier’s back. He rocked on his feet and twisted toward the elevator. Soren could only watch as another shot rang out and tore through the senator. Verdier fell to both knees, looked Soren in the eyes, and tried to speak. He pitched forward, dead. 

			Stunned, Soren felt the rifle slip through his bloody fingers to the ground with a clatter. 

			“Finish off the aide and make sure the remaining assassins are dead,” Dryden’s voice carried through the atrium. “No witnesses.” 

			Soren reached into his jacket and pulled out the thermobaric grenade with the thought of pulling the pin and rushing Dryden and his bodyguard. Even if Pattar cut him down, he’d take them both with him. 

			He looked at Verdier, a man who truly believed in the Republic and was cut down for it. 

			Die here… or fight on and make a difference. 

			Soren pulled the infiltration hood out of his jacket and stuck it over Brent’s head. He squeezed the loose earlobe and it tightened against the dead man’s skin. 

			“I’ll make it worth it.” Soren stuck the barrel of his rifle around the door and emptied the charge pack with wild shots toward Pattar and a single aimed shot at a nearby window, partly shattering it. He tossed the empty rifle next to the dying aide and pulled the pin on the thermobaric grenade. 

			Soren ran from the speedlift and toward the windows. He flung the grenade behind him, hearing the metallic click as the spoon released. He ran, forcing his body to compensate for the blaster bolt he’d taken to the leg, feeling the pain of every injury with each jarring stride as he closed on the windows. 

			He heard the grenade bounce off the ground and panicked shouts. 

			Soren dove into the remaining glass and broke through, cutting his hands and head in the process. He fell just beneath the windowsill when the grenade went off and blew out the rest of the windows in a gout of flame. 

			Soren didn’t notice that his legs were on fire as he fell. 

			His body seemed to shut off all sensation of pain.

			His ears rang.

			His vision blurred and threatened to go dark. He had his eyes fix on the top of an ambulance ten feet below and sent a quick prayer to Oba that he’d land on top of it. 

			He missed the ambulance’s raised back but the windshield broke his fall, cracking into a thousand spider webs with the impact, safely cradling him with a molecular safety webbing designed to save lives in a collision. Still, Soren heard and felt bones break.

			He rolled off the ambulance and onto glass shards blown out of the House of Reason. 

			Soren lay on the ground, head spinning as fuzzy shapes moved around him. He felt something slapping the fire on his legs, a hand against a deep gash on along his scalp. Blood ran into his eyes and he tried to speak. He felt his body bump around and then a face he knew looked down at him. 

			“You’re going to be okay, you hear me?”

			Zelle? He could only think the words.

			She looked away, and when she looked back, she was no longer Zelle. She was a different person. Or perhaps the person she always was. Soren closed his eyes and slipped out of consciousness. 

			



		

23

			Pattar picked his way through the scorched atrium. The trees were little more than blackened husks, their burnt branches lay across the floor, still smoldering. The bodies of Verdier and three legionnaires were burnt beyond recognition, and the smell was enough to cause even a hardened operator like him some pause. 

			He’d survived some tight scrapes in his time, but this took the prize.

			A badly burnt body lay inside the speedlift. The corpse’s clothing had ignited in the heat wave, leaving what remained almost unrecognizable. Pattar leaned over and poked at the body’s face, which looked like a half melted candle. 

			“Small favors,” Dryden said from behind Pattar. 

			The senator had a breathing mask over his mouth and nose. The edge of his suit was slightly burnt and one half of his face was lightly tanner than the other. “Fire makes falsifying coroner reports that much easier. Not that we’d have to do anything for the kaff boy.”

			“This wasn’t the kaff boy,” Pattar said. “He was wearing an infiltration hood when he died. This is the one who was with Verdier in his office.”

			“Indeed?” Dryden asked peering over his bodyguard’s shoulder as if to verify the claim. “He certainly seemed to be a credible fighter, given the reports of how well he protected our late friend Senator Verdier. Hardly a new intern, eh?”

			“My guess is that he’s the Nether agent who caused us so much trouble back on Rinkata.” Pattar worked the toe of his boot against the burnt pool of blood around the body. “He was hurt. Must’ve decided to go out with a bang in hopes of taking us with him.”

			“Another small favor,” the senator replied. “Keep search and rescue away from here for a time. The longer Verdier is missing, the more his death will feel like a tragedy. And martyrs are always useful.”

			* * *

			Heywood sat in the co-pilot’s chair, power lines humming as his subroutines managed the Iago’s systems. 

			“Sunshine,” came a voice over the speakers. It sounded strained and raspy, as though the speaker was communicating through clenched teeth.

			The bot’s optics lit up. “Yes, hello, sir?” 

			A light flashed on the Iago’s dash, indicating the ship’s cargo ramp lowering. 

			“Heywood, I need you to—” Soren’s raspy voice cut off with a hacking cough. 

			The bot heard uneven footsteps approaching and followed the sight of his master moving through the ship via internal holocams. 

			Soren stopped in the bridge entrance. Skinpacks covered his face and scalp, one hand was splinted and wrapped up. His clothes were torn up and marred by tiny little burn marks. 

			“Sir, you look worse than I do. How’s it feel?” 

			Soren practically fell into the captain’s seat and groaned from the landing. 

			“Prep for takeoff,” he said. “Then I want you to access the Republic’s medical records and swap my DNA and dental profile with a Senate aide named McCarty.”

			“Sir, that act carries several mandatory prison sentences,” Heywood said. 

			Control panels came to life and a rumble carried through the ship as the engines cycled power. 

			“I don’t really care.” Soren looked at his mangled hand and then at the flight controls. 

			“You look as though you still require medical attention, sir.”

			“I do. But I needed to get here more.”

			“And how did you manage that?”

			“The hospital I went to was overwhelmed with casualties. They did a quick and dirty job on me and the meds I got are wearing off. So just get what I asked done.” 

			“I don’t care, either. I’m just pointing that out in the hopes you might feel some measure of gratitude once the act is complete and buy me a proper chassis,” the bot said. “According to the Republic personnel database, Brent McCarty is listed as missing as part of a terrorist attack on the House of Reason… My word, were you involved?”

			Soren looked at the bot and let the bandages do the talking. 

			“You were!” The bot’s head twisted to Soren, then back at the controls. “You’re not a smuggler, at all. Then what is it you do? DNA profile forgery complete.”

			“Set course for… for I don’t know where.” Soren opened the comms station with his good hand and read a message from Scarpia. “Asher’s Star. Get us back to Asher’s Star.” 

			“The port authority says all airspace has been shut down,” the bot said. 

			Soren looked out the window and saw dozens of ships lifting off. 

			“Guess all those didn’t get that message,” Soren said. 

			“And neither did we,” Heywood said and the Iago lifted off. 

			* * *

			Soren sat on his bunk, staring at the datapad in his hands. 

			He saw a portrait of himself in his navy uniform, the corners draped with blue-black Wellis flowers from his home world. Next to his portrait was Senator Dryden, reading from a podium covered in a black cloth. 

			“…and then naval officer Soren Voss died in a tragic explosion. His final act was to save my life, and for that I will be forever humbled, and forever grateful.” 

			The screen cut from Dryden to bot footage of Soren leaping to save Senator Verdier on the review stand. Holorecordings of him leading Verdier into the House of Reason. A blurred security camera feed of him knifing a legionnaire, then an older holo of Soren on vacation with his then fiancée, looking happy and suitably heroic while on a lake cruise. 

			“The Order of the Centurion is the Legion’s highest honor,” Dryden continued. “I would that Lieutenant Soren Voss were here today so that I could express the depths of what I—and the Republic—owe him for his service.” 

			An appointed Legion lieutenant colonel lifted up a gold and platinum medallion attached to a blue ribbon run through with gold thread. “The Order of the Centurion is the highest award that can be bestowed upon an individual serving in, or with, the Legion. When such an individual displays exceptional valor in action against an enemy force, and uncommon loyalty and devotion to the Legion and its legionnaires, refusing to abandon post, mission, or brothers, even unto death, the Legion dutifully recognizes such courage with this award. Today, on behalf of the Legion and a thankful Republic, I award this honor to Lieutenant JG Soren Voss.”

			He laid the award down solemnly in front of Soren’s portrait and made a very poor salute. 

			Soren yelled and hurled the datapad into the bulkhead. He kicked a locker and beat a fist against the door so hard it popped open. The roll with Zelle’s ashes fell out onto the deck. 

			“Ah, by Oba.” Soren sat down and picked up Zelle’s remains. “I’m starting… I’m starting to believe you, Zelle. The Republic is… is not what I believed. All that I fought for, what got you killed… it just feels like ashes.”

			On the cracked screen by the locker, a teary-eyed Dryden shook hands with Republic dignitaries beside Soren’s portrait. There hadn’t been a word about Senator Verdier in the news since the attack. 

			Soren set Zelle down next to him and buried his head in his hands for a time. The intercom clicked on. 

			“Sir, a Mr. Scarpia is on the holo for you,” Heywood said. “And we’ve arrived at Asher’s Star.”

			Soren lifted his head up, determination on his face. 

			“Be right there.”
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			“Is that you, Soren?” The holo of Scarpia’s head and shoulders leaned forward slightly. “You look terrible!”

			“Had a rough time on Utopion,” Soren said. The poorly healed cuts on his face and scalp had set into thick scars due to the rush job done by the hospital. Truth be told, he probably removed the skinpacks too soon, as well. At least the bruises around his eyes and jaw had a yellow halo now. 

			“You don’t say,” Scarpia shrugged. “Obviously you made your delivery. And you should have something for me.”

			Soren held up the encrypted credit chip. “Right here.” 

			“Good.” Scarpia smiled approvingly. “Bring it to my yacht and then we can talk about you taking on another run. Unless you’d prefer a little vacation?”

			“No vacation. I want you to follow through and introduce me to that other shaker—the real deal you mentioned.” Soren took a leap and spoke aloud where he felt the evidence brought him. “Goth Sullus.”

			Scarpia raised an eyebrow, intrigued. He wagged a finger at him. “Now now, my boy. Don’t think that one good run for us means you’re in the club, ready for the secret handshake and all that.” 

			“I know what I’ve done for you,” Soren said. 

			“Do you?” Scarpia sounded agitated. “Because all you did for me was make a delivery when I was short on bodies for the run. Don’t make the mistake of thinking you’re something special, boy.”

			“Utopion is a worm-infested dump right now. It’s in chaos. I’ve proven myself. For him.”

			Scarpia sighed heavily. “All right. Come on board—with the chit—and I’ll see about getting you connected.”

			Soren remembered his last encounter on Scarpia’s pleasure yacht. “I’m thinking maybe it’s your turn to come over for a visit.”

			Scarpia gave a half-smile. “If that’s what you want, I’ll be on board as soon as our ships are docked.”

			Soren nodded and ended the comm transition. “Heywood, prepare to dock with Scarpia’s yacht.”

			“Yes, sir,” the bot responded. “And while I understand that you are not a smuggler, I must say that you still remain a terrible example of the type. I can’t imagine your employer being thrilled with your brusqueness. I suspect he will kill you.”

			Soren held up the chit he’d received from Lausa upon making delivery of the N-4s. “Not while I have this.”

			The bot attempted to shake its head. “I would not recommend you keep that on your personage.”

			Soren got up and moved to exit the bridge. “I don’t disagree. Time to see how good of a smuggler I am. It’s all hide-and-seek, right?”

			* * *

			Soren stood a distance from the Iago’s docking door and took a deep breath. He’d reached the end of himself, and he was either literally or metaphorically at the end of his life. He heard the pound of a rifle butt slam against the door.

			“Open it, Heywood.”

			“They are armed Hools and they look more vicious than normal.”

			“Open it. Sometimes you have to take a beating for what you believe in.”

			“So long as it is only your funeral…”

			The door swung open and four Hools armed with N-4 rifles stormed inside. Two of them peeled off to clear the ship, the same as the last time Scarpia had come aboard. But now two more were coming straight for Soren.

			“Tell Mister Scarpia—”

			The wind that carried Soren’s words were violently forced from his lungs as the lead Hool slammed the stock of his rifle into the former agent’s gut. Soren dropped to his knees, struggling to find a way to suck in air while evacuating bile from the force of the impact. The strain gave him an immediate headache.

			A Hool roughly pulled him to his feet, his venomous quills bristling. He squeezed Soren’s cheeks and hissed in jilted standard, “Where isss chit?”

			“Hidden,” Soren managed to rasp out. “Until I talk to Scarpia.”

			The Hool drove a knee into Soren’s groin, then threw him down to the deck. The snarling bodyguard delivered a strong kick to the ribs while Soren was down. 

			Throughout the ship, Soren could hear a tremendous racket. The other Hools didn’t seem to be clearing so much as tearing everything apart. Searching for the chit.

			A comm sounded and the other Hool spoke to his partner in their native language. But Soren was able to decipher Scarpia’s name.

			A moment later, he heard the man’s voice directly. “I’ll need that chit, Agent Voss.”

			Soren struggled to his knees. “I have it. It’s on the ship. But I needed to—”

			Scarpia cut him off with a backhanded slap that rattled Soren’s teeth and made his healing jaw feel as though it had been set aflame.

			“Don’t begin to think you can talk your way out of this, my boy!” Scarpia was incensed. “Your face is all over the news cycles right now. Lieutenant Voss of the Republic Navy. Only a lieutenant doesn’t run rifles for the MCR, does he? So that makes you Nether Ops. And that makes you a dead man.”

			Scarpia held out a hand. A lit cutting torch was placed in his palm. Scarpia held the flame close to Soren. Close enough that the former agent could feel the heat drying his skin and singing his hair.

			“The only question that remains is whether that death comes quick or takes a long, long time. So, give me the chit.”

			Soren gave a fractional nod, careful not to inadvertently burn himself. “I was never going to keep it from you, Mister Scarpia.”

			Scarpia smiled cruelly. “No shit.”

			“I only wanted to talk to you.”

			Scarpia nodded at his Hools, who lifted Soren back on his feet. “So you can talk while we go to wherever you’re hiding the chit. Which way?”

			“The bridge.”

			Scarpia motioned toward the front of the ship. “Let’s go.”

			Soren looked around passively at the mess the Hools had made. It seemed everything was overturned and spilling out on the deck. They passed the mess to see foodstuffs spread across the floor, broken plates and scattered utensils.

			“I could have taken the chit straight to Nether Ops,” Soren said as he was pushed toward the bunk room. “But I didn’t. I want you to think about all the things I could have done but didn’t do. Because I’m done with the Republic.”

			“You’d be surprised how much Nether Ops is willing to do to keep up that little image,” Scarpia said coldly. “What you did with the MCR on Utopion is nothing compared to what the last guy who tried this did. Believe me.”

			They passed the bunks and Soren stopped short. The Hools had spread Zelle’s ashes everywhere in their search. A lump came into his throat. This… this also was nothing. It was the passing of an old life. That was all. And if not… maybe he’d see her again soon.

			“I don’t doubt that. But I’m finished with Nether Ops. And the Republic.” Soren tried to keep his voice even, but the emotion over seeing Zelle’s ashes pulled at his vocal chords. “My handler, a man named Nix, was part of the MCR conspiracy on Utopion. He tried to kill me.”

			Scarpia only grunted. 

			“Ask yourself why a kill team isn’t storming this ship right now, Mister Scarpia.”

			“I don’t worry about kill teams any longer, my boy. Friends in high places.”

			They reached the bridge, which was just as torn apart as the rest of the ship. The chairs were slashed and ripped, the dismantling of Heywood complete. The bot lay on the floor, its runtime completed and its head in pieces. There would be no repairing him this time.

			“Here’s the bridge,” Scarpia said. “Now get me my chit.”

			Soren nodded and took a step toward the main console, gently releasing himself from the Hool’s grip. Rifles went up in response, but a nod from Scarpia allowed Soren to keep going. 

			The former agent typed in a code onto an old alphanumerica keypad, causing a pneumatic box to hiss open. He reached inside and pulled out a small, velvet bag.

			Scarpia leaned forward and caught the bag from midair as Soren tossed it to him. He scowled a moment and then handed it to one of his Hools. “Open this.”

			The Hool untied the string and dumped out six chits into his hand, offering them to Scarpia.

			“What the hell is this?” Scarpia asked. “You forget which one they gave you on Utopion?”

			Soren shook his head. “None of those are the chit.”

			Scarpia rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this. We’ll scrap the ship and find the damn thing on our own. Kill him.”

			“Bomb!” Soren shouted. The guns hesitated. “My lifescans are tied to the core of the Iago. I die and this whole ship goes up.”

			“Sounds like a bluff.”

			“An easy one to get around,” Soren said. “You can kill me after you leave. I only want to make my case, Mister Scarpia. I don’t want any of us to die today.”

			“So make it then,” Scarpia spat.

			“Those chits in your hand are legionnaire ID tags. They’re from appointed officers who ambushed me and my partner—whose ashes you found in my bunk—on Rinkata. Every one of them was appointed by Senator Dryden. And Dryden was the man who arranged for the MCR to attack Utopion.”

			Scarpia raised an eyebrow. “And you can prove that? That Dryden was involved?”

			“The evidence from Rinkata will lead to him. And I was there when Dryden killed Senator Verdier.”

			“So what? You want me to take you to the Utopion police?”

			Soren shook his head. “I remember what you said, Mister Scarpia. That the MCR were dead without knowing it. Just looking to make a name for themselves but on the other side of relevance. But Dryden was involved. He picked the wrong side. And I know that a man like you can use that information to your advantage.”

			For the first time, a hint of Scarpia’s roguish smile came to his lips. “That may be of use. But it’s nothing without that chit. Aside from the money for the delivery—and it’s a lot of credits—it has information I procured about the nature of the MCR’s current leadership. Information that I won’t lose.”

			“But the MCR is a lost cause,” Soren said.

			“It is. But that doesn’t mean it can’t be of use to me. Or my employer.”

			“I want to meet him. I want to meet Goth Sullus.”

			“You said that. It isn’t happening.”

			Soren shook his head. “Fighting against the rot in the Republic is the only thing I have to live for right now. And I’m fine dying if it’s denied of me. Are you?”

			Scarpia frowned. “Listen. Sullus isn’t the type to be found unless he wants to be. I was hired—not by him—to supply him with whatever he needs to build an army.”

			“But you can trust that he’ll at least review any messages you send?”

			“Eventually, yes.”

			Soren took a deep breath. “When I took Illuria back to her homeworld, she talked about a dark man who could read her thoughts. I only recently figured that this man and Goth Sullus are one in the same. Was she telling the truth?”

			A shiver seemed to run up Scarpia’s spine. “She was.”

			“So let me speak to him. He’ll know I’m telling the truth. That I’m done with the Republic. That I’m committed to him.”

			Soren reached into his mouth and dug open a laceration on his inner cheek, a sort of pocket of flesh. He pulled out the chit and held it out for Scarpia. “Here’s what you wanted.”

			Scarpia walked to Soren and took the chit. “Thank you.”

			He turned and, when he was clear, said to his men, “Stun.”

			Soren was hit by no less than three stun bolts. He fell hard onto the Iago’s deck, wrapped in darkness.
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			Senator Dryden looked in a mirror and adjusted his mourning black jacket and straightened his matching tie. The multi-colored pin in his lapel showing solidarity with all the victims of the terrorist attack on the House of Reason stuck out as almost garish, but that was the point. It needed to be noticed. 

			“That was a fine speech today, Senator,” Delegate Orin Karr, similarly dressed, said from his desk. 

			“‘For such a life to be lost for the Republic is a victory.’” Dryden rolled one hand forward. “How did the actual Legion take the news that another Nether Ops agent will receive the Order of the Centurion?”

			“Badly,” Karr smirked. “With the last one, that Maydoon, there were legionnaires who provided witness statements. With Soren, his medal depends largely on your testimony and hours of observation bot holovids.”

			“Soren Voss saved my life,” Dryden said. “He killed the Mid-Core Rebels posing as legionnaires that had just murdered Senator Verdier and were about to do the same to me when he wrestled that thermobaric grenade from a terrorist’s hand. A pity to lose one such as him.”

			“Curious,” Karr said, knitting his brows in suspicion.

			“I beg your pardon,” Senator Dryden said.

			“There is something of a deeper mystery,” Karr said, pressing his fingertips together in a steeple. “Voss’s handler, a man named Nix, was found murdered.”

			Dryden shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps he was targeted by the MCR?”

			“Odd that the MCR would know of him. Nether Ops is rarely so sloppy in keeping its agents undercover.”

			Dryden cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Our media assets are doing a tremendous job. Such a shame that MCR terrorists managed to work their way into the parade.”

			“Yes, I’m afraid my measure to increase the Legion’s funding won’t pass,” said Karr from behind a frown. 

			Dryden wore a shocked look on his face. “Even after all of that? I was sure it would all but guarantee it.”

			Karr shook his head. “Then you misread your peers and the state of galactic politics. While the MCR is the culprit, the image of the ‘rogue legionnaires’ opening fire on delegates and senators will be the lasting image in the Republic’s mind.”

			“But—”

			A comm chime sounded at Karr’s desk and he held up a hand to silence the venerable senator. He spoke softly to whoever was on the other line. “Truly? Yes, if you’re confident you can find the man. Yes.” He looked up at Dryden, who fidgeted uncomfortably before him. “He’s here with me now. Perhaps. If that is required, I’ll be the one making that determination.”

			The comm discussion ended and Karr once again inclined his head to face Dryden, a smile on his face as they resumed their discussion. “Now, where were we?” Karr asked. “Ah. I fear that has damaged the Legion’s reputation, though they do not deserve it. They will be stretched further than they already are and will have to do without more men and equipment. All the while the Republic will demand the MCR be punished. A shame.” 

			Dryden’s face was pale. “Surely, we can still assemble the votes?”

			“This is not a hill worthy of dying on. Though I suspect a good number of deaths will come of this debacle with the MCR. But there may be a silvene lining: an associate of mine—you wouldn’t know him; the man works on the fringes—seems to have come by a collection of legionnaire identity chits. They apparently lead to Rinkata. I have asked Commander Devers to oversee a naval raid to ensure all the traitorous elements working for the MCR are discovered and eradicated. Legion Commander Keller informs me that Dark Ops is likewise standing by to assist.”

			Dryden swallowed hard. “I see.”

			“I’m quite sure you do… Senator.” Karr leaned forward, a stern, commanding smile on his face. “Tell me, Senator Dryden, have you ever witnessed the ferocity of a Dark Ops kill team as they storm a building? Through sheer violence of force, they seem to bend the very air and make your home… theirs.”

			Dryden shook his head. “Orrin… I… surely some good to the Republic may yet come of all this?”

			“It is my job to see that all things work together for the good of the Republic.”

			“Delegate Karr, I will do anything. I will resign from the Senate. Only… protect me if it is in your power. I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have acted so boldly.”

			“I would not call the death of a longstanding senator and allying oneself with the MCR ‘bold,’ Senator Dryden. I would call it treason.”

			 “Please!” Dryden wrung his hands together, pleading. “I am in your debt. At your mercy.”

			Karr nodded. “I will await Commander Devers’s report. It is possible that those who infiltrated Utopion alone will be responsible for this terrorist attack.”

			“I… do hope the report shows what is best for the Republic.”

			“I’m sure it will,” Karr said, attending to matters on his desk. He was finished talking with Dryden. The man was now permanently in his debt. His hold on the Senate and House of Reason that much stronger as a result. “There is an appropriations vote regarding the Legion’s request for expanded security on the Tarrago moon.”

			“Yes, Delegate Karr. I know of it well. It all seems in order.”

			“Perhaps at first glance. You will receive a memo from my office detailing why, in my opinion, those resources are better spent elsewhere.”

			“Of course. And… thank you.” 

			* * *

			Soren found himself coming to in a pitch-black room. But he was alive. Alive and imprisoned, meaning his fate was still in the air. Still, he couldn’t help but feel that he was in a much better situation now than he had been however long ago it was when he’d been put down with stun blasters.

			There was a rattling from somewhere outside, and then the shape of a manual door appeared in the darkness as red light blazed around the portal’s frame and the great door swung outward. Soren shielded his eyes from the sudden light. He squinted and blinked until he could make out the black silhouettes of three figures, a man and two Hools. 

			Behind them in the red-light glow were couplings and engine housings. He was being held in a makeshift prison somewhere aboard a ship’s engine room. Probably Scarpia’s yacht—this certainly wasn’t the Iago.

			“Good news, my boy.” It was Scarpia. “My employer—the man above the man you wish to speak to—found your information most helpful. He’s agreed to give you the opportunity you requested. You’ll be granted an audience with Goth Sullus. Or one of his generals if Sullus so desires.”

			Soren pulled himself to his feet. His body still ached from the events on Utopion, a pain compounded by the beating he’d taken at the hands of the Hools. But this made it all seem worthwhile.

			“Thank you,” he said. “Death to the Republic.”

			“Save it for the true believers,” Scarpia said. “A word of warning: if you go see Goth Sullus and you’re… found wanting, you’ll wish you were back among the Hools and cutting torches.” 

			“I won’t be.” Soren took a step toward the open door. No one attempted to stop him. “I’m fueled up for as long a trip as it will take.”

			“Motivated. I’ll give that to you,” Scarpia said. “Since you lost your bot, you’ll have to rely on your ship’s nav computer. It has one set of coordinates. One. Now, maybe you’ve memorized coordinates for some other spots just out of repetition. But these coordinates come with a sizeable explosive device and a tracker. You jump out anywhere but to where I tell you and boom. You engage your comms systems and boom. Got it?”

			“Boom.”

			“Sure hope Goth Sullus likes you. Your boom and the coordinates are waiting for you.”

			* * *

			Soren passed through the yacht, taking servant’s passages and crew corridors. Absent were the beautiful humanoids and stimulants, though it sounded as though a party was still going on. Soren wondered if it ever stopped. If a man like Scarpia could ever tolerate life were he to slow down and reflect.

			Perhaps if Scarpia did, he would understand the privilege of what he was doing. Working for a man capable of remaking the Republic. Everyone Soren had encountered who knew Goth Sullus, from the sailors on Qadib to Illuria herself, spoke of the man with reverence and fear. And that was what this rotting galaxy needed. A man for the ages. One could face the monster of corruption and complacency and slay it without remorse.

			* * *

			Iago set down on a dry lakebed. Ochre dust billowed out and powder-coated a small ground sled with three armored men waiting outside of it. 

			Soren came down the ship’s ramp, hands laced behind his head and his pistol holster empty. A man in black Legion armor with red trim—the very same Soren had once smuggled—aimed a blaster rifle at the agent and motioned to the ground. Soren went to his knees. 

			The dark legionnaire did a quick and rough search of Soren’s person, then motioned into the ship with a nod of his head. One of the dark legionnaires rushed up the ramp. 

			Soren stared into the barrel of the dark legionnaire’s gun and waited. The dark legionnaires were silent; whatever conversation they shared was from helmet to helmet. 

			A black isolation hood went over Soren’s head and they cuffed his hands. Stripped away were all sensations of sight and sound as Soren traveled with the hood over his head. He knew that some found this maddening. He found it peaceful.

			He knew not how long they traveled. They changed sleds at least once and marched him until his feet grew fatigued. And then they left him. 

			Outside.

			Soren knew that much because of the wind whipping by him. It was an odd sensation, feeling the wind ruffle his clothing, feeling the sting of the sand it carried against his naked hands and wrists but not being able to hear its howl through the isolation hood.

			I know you…

			The words floated through Soren’s mind like whispers from a dream. He struggled against the wind and turned slowly, as though in so doing, he’d somehow be able to see through the darkness of the hood which kept his breath hot and stuffy close to his face. 

			I know why you’re here. Why you’ve come so far… but you don’t know yet. Not fully.

			“Who’s there? What is this?” Soren shouted into the darkness. No one would hear him. And he should be able to hear no one. And yet the words were very real.

			He tried to calm himself, ran through the mental exercises to brace against torture Nether Ops had taught him. Memories of Zelle came unbidden to his mind, then Illuria, then Verdier in his final moments of life. 

			Bend… don’t break. 

			“What is this!” Soren screamed. 

			But he knew. Deep down. This was what Illuria spoke of. This was the dark man entering his thoughts, his mind. It was terrifying… and captivating. For there came with it a probing, a reveal like the peeling back of layers.

			The raw fury of Senator Dryden awarding the Order of the Centurion came over him and he strained against his bounds, grunting unwords. He saw Nix’s betrayal, saw him slam the blade into his armored back as though watching it unfold from above. Zelle’s murder at the hands of the appointed legionnaires. 

			There it is. There is the truth.

			The emotion vanished and Soren gasped. He sensed a someone approach and the hood was gently lifted off. 

			A man in a gray robe and tight belt looked down at him, his eyes dark, his presence overwhelming. Soren fell to his knees. 

			“Look what the Republic has done to its true son,” Goth Sullus said at just above a whisper. “You were loyal. Brave. You used your gifts to fight for what you believed in, and how did the Republic answer?”

			Sullus knelt and put his hands on either side of Soren’s face. “You know the answer.” 

			“They betrayed me,” Soren said, his voice ragged. “Used me.”

			“They turned you into a paragon of their own sins.” Sullus traced a finger down one of Soren’s new scars, and the nagging pain faded away. “Will you save that Republic you believe in?”

			Goth Sullus motioned to the restraints and they fell away. 

			“That Republic is gone.” Soren lifted his hands and studied the ugly stitchwork on his skin. “It never was real.”

			“Then what will you do?”

			Soren got to his feet. Goth Sullus rose with him. He squared off against the man in gray. 

			“You’ll end it?” Soren asked. “Bring the end to the lies?”

			I will. Not only end it, but I will save it from the threat which is to come.

			“Then death to the Republic.” Soren clenched his hands and felt the power of Goth Sullus, his new master. 
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			Nineteen months after the events of Legionnaire.

			Gray skies over Utopion wept as I stood at attention in the pouring rain. I was receiving an award—the award—for living when so many of my brothers hadn’t. A pompous affair, the Order of the Centurion ceremony was equal parts beautiful and grotesque—beautiful because of the bravery and heroism shown in combat, when life was as chaotic, dangerous, and real as it ever would be. Grotesque because of the self-satisfied officers who wore more medals than Oba aimed to hang their award around some fool’s neck, and that fool was me. 

			The survivors of the 9th Legion were on Utopion for the festivities, and it was the usual Repub dog and pony show. We stood under an awning on Virtue Plaza, trying to pretend that it was a good day. If the torrential downpour was any indication, Mother Nature knew better. Thunder and lightning punctuated my gloomy thoughts and hid my tears. It was like the weather had confirmed that Oba was on the side of the Legion. If there was justice in the universe, it’d sure as hell never side with the political class.

			Gritting my teeth, I tried to contain an anger that had been swelling in my chest since I put on my dress uniform that morning. I couldn’t dishonor the ghosts of my friends. They were counting on me to bear their standard, to ensure their lives mattered. With the specter of my brother leejes peering over my shoulder, the ceremony felt like a cruel farce. Its very existence mocked the real heroes who’d bled out on the rocky Bevak Mountains. I’d stood under the shadow of truly valorous men, the sort that these mincing politicians couldn’t hold a candle to. 

			I hated it, all the showmanship. 

			They didn’t care about those who died. And they didn’t care about me. This was for them. And their disgusting pageantry tarnished the memory of those who’d sacrificed their lives to protect the corruption on Utopion. Rather than give those heroes their due, we survivors were patted on the head by a bunch of pansy admirals who’ve never gotten their dress whites dirty. Never even left the core.

			We were an island of Legionnaire dress blues among a sea of naval whites. That pompous gaggle of biddies with soft hands and calloused hearts sickened me. I remember, I could barely stomach them as they told us what great warriors for democracy we were. 

			Truth be told, though, I was barely listening. I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to be dead… just a pile of bones. Like the others. 

			The betters.

			We stood there, all of us survivors from the 9th, waiting for it to end. Because we had to. Because it was our duty. 

			Time dragged by. We disconnected from reality until we could salute and be dismissed. When it was finally over, I excused myself from the cluster-hole of diplomats and big brass. I had a new mission: oblivion. 

			And I knew just how to accomplish that mission. I changed into civvies and then headed to the nearest leej bar I could find. The sign above the entrance said Sleeping Legion. It looked low class. That’s saying something, when it’s coming from a leej. It was the kind of run-down dump which spoke of hard times, hard booze, and harder patrons. The kind of place that promised trouble. I wasn’t looking for any, but I didn’t care if I found it. 

			I walked in to see a burly barkeep rubbing a dirty rag over the counter. He stood out; scars marred his face like he’d gotten too close to a plasma grenade’s flash-burn. If this guy wasn’t ex-military, I’d eat my bucket. Not that I bothered asking him. Instead, I ordered a Sible whiskey on the rocks, which he quietly poured. 

			Drink in hand, I walked over to a booth in the farthest, darkest corner of the bar. I slid onto the bench and did my best to look uninviting. I wanted solitude.

			But it wasn’t meant to be. I’d only just sat down when some wannabe thug slid into the booth with me. This guy was everything I wasn’t. Brutish and crass. A brawler who was used to letting his muscles do his talking. I preferred to outthink my opponents, it made life easier. 

			Work smarter, not harder, my Ama always said.

			Which isn’t to say I couldn’t throw down if that’s what it came to. I’m still a legionnaire, after all.

			“My table,” the guy said. “Move, if you know what’s good for you.”

			I knew where this was going. It’s all the same in every dive bar from here to galaxy’s edge. The guy was looking for trouble.

			And while I wasn’t, it had come. And I was in an obliging mood. 

			I slammed my whiskey and stood up, not saying a word.

			For all this man’s bravado, he lacked the killer instinct that I’d had beaten into me when I’d joined the Legion. With his bulging muscles, thick neck, and scowl, the dude looked physically tough. The muscles were pretty, like he’d spent a lot of time on them, but he was weak where it counted. Mentally, he was a cupcake. 

			I could see it in his eyes. 

			Now I’m not saying the guy was afraid. He was too stupid to be afraid. No, this chump’s eyes were mean. Which told me that he was the type who got off hurting people and never went for the coup de grâce. My instructors at the academy would’ve laughed him off the dojo mat. With someone like this, they’ll usually back down or leave when you show them that you ain’t playing. That you don’t mind getting a little hurt so long as you can hurt them back.

			I should’ve walked off and been the bigger man, but I was in a mood to play. I tilted my head and let out a derisive snort.

			The guy made a move right away, and if I’m being honest, it surprised me. He grabbed my shirt with both of his big, meaty hands. And then just… held on. I guess I was expecting too much. 

			Such a weak opening attack. 

			But he seemed pleased with himself as he held onto the front of my ragtag band tee. Like that would do something. Maybe bother me, my precious shirt getting all wrinkled and stretched. The shirt was cheap garbage I’d purchased from a street vendor after realizing everything else I had was Legion standard-issue. It was literally the first thing I could find. 

			The black shirt ripped with ease the moment the dude tried to use it for leverage. 

			And I started laughing. Belly shaking laughter. 

			He looked at me for a second, confused. “You think this is funn—”

			I went in close and kneed him in the groin. A low blow, granted, but I fight to win. I laughed again as the guy bent over, hands on his package. 

			He didn’t join me in laughing. Guess he didn’t get the joke.

			Still gasping for air, my visitor got a knee to his face. The satisfactory sound of his nose breaking made me smile. This would do for a little fun. A little steam that needed letting off. It could almost dull the pain of losing my fellow leej brothers. 

			Almost. 

			A well-aimed elbow strike later, and Mr. Brute was out cold. 

			Just like that.

			I picked up my second shot of whiskey and drained it before realizing that this place was pretty cold without a shirt. I looked down at my unconscious friend to see if I might liberate his. To the victor go the spoils. But it looked a size too large and the blood stains weren’t my style.

			“You do okay for a tubby fella,” the barkeep shouted at me. “If I hadn’t seen the tatt on your arm, I wouldn’t have believed it. Marine, maybe… but not a leej! House of Reason really lowered them standards, huh?”

			I get this a lot. This time I didn’t feel like answering.

			“Another shot’ll warm you up,” said the barkeep, probably a way of telling me he meant no harm. Or maybe just because he wanted a few more credits. His voice was gravelly, and I struggled to understand him at first. 

			While my mind processed what he said, I pulled off the remains of the rag that was once my shirt. Balling up the fabric in my hand, I sauntered toward the bar. 

			“Whiskey, yeah?” he growled. “On the house.”

			Well, all right. I’d never met a leej who’d turn down a free drink. I wasn’t gonna be the first. I walked over to the bar and slammed my palm down flat. “Sounds good.”

			I knocked back another tumbler full of the finest whiskey the Siblians could make. It burned going down, just like the good stuff was supposed to. I visited the distillery once. The Siblians looked freaky; that third eye, the horns, and scaly gray skin. It gave me the heebie-jeebies. But hot dog, those freaks made some smooth hooch. 

			The barkeep slid another round across the bar, interrupting my contemplation.

			“This round’s on your tab,” he said. “Ain’t runnin’ a charity.”

			He poured one for the house and stared at me as he took a sip, then watched me down the shot I’d just bought. I had the distinct feeling of being sized up, but his face gave nothing away.

			Had I been found wanting? 

			I nodded at the man and took a swig of my whiskey. Drink fast on someone else’s credit; drink slow on your own. I savored the balanced flavor, it had just a hint of warm, smoky goodness. Worth every credit. On a day like this, I wanted the top shelf stuff. It seemed right. Seemed a fitting way to honor my friends.

			“Thanks, barkeep.”

			“Name’s Kylie. Call me Wetmore.”

			I smiled. “Legionnaire Lieutenant Benjie Ocampo, but my friends call me Fetch. Thanks for the whiskey, and I’m sorry about the mess.” I gestured toward the crumpled jerkwad still unconscious on the floor. 

			“Don’t be,” said the barkeep. “Had it coming. Up for another round?”

			I was.

			“To the Caledonian Corps!” Wetmore shouted. 

			We slammed back the shots and he immediately poured another. This was getting expensive. I waved him off.

			“On me. So, was you with them?” asked the barkeep. “The 9th Legion?” 

			I didn’t answer outright. Just grunted as I sipped the strong whiskey. The smooth liquid warmed its way down my gut and left the taste buds in my mouth tingling. The barkeep stared at me, patiently waiting for an answer. I didn’t want to talk about it, but the man was paying for every other round.

			“Yeah, I was with Rage Company, 9th Legion,” I finally replied.

			“So… was Rhyssis Wan as bad as the holos suggested?”

			Shaking my head, I answered the barkeep. “Worse. They sanitized the reports while the politicos decided how to spin it. And our losses, we lost so many. They had to hand out medals, or the piles of dead leejes would look meaningless on the evening news.”

			The barkeep grunted. “I was with the 131st when I was young.” He pointed at his ears. “These are prosthetics, but I can still listen. I’ll even put our drinks on the Legion’s tab.”

			I chuckle, the rim of my glass millimeters away from my lips. “Legion has a tab with you?” 

			“Someone from the Legion liaison office set it up. Just something to cover for the leejes that bail on their bill. It’s easier than getting bad publicity. Especially here, on the capital planet.”

			That made sense enough.

			The bartender planted his hands spread wide apart on the counter. Even at his age, I could see the muscle and definition of his forearms. His face went serious. Almost concerned, but not in a patronizing sort of way. Not like talking to someone who wants to help, but hasn’t been there. Hasn’t seen what you’ve seen. Done what you’ve done.

			“Do you want to talk about it?”

			I finished my glass, grimacing against the burn, then looked up at the man. My voice was soft. Speaking of the dead, of tragedy; it’s a delicate matter. “One leej to another, I’ll tell you how it really went down.”
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			We were just starting to ramp up our training for the reality of a post-Kublar world when I was finally promoted. My superiors had pushed my advancement since I’d enlisted. I was a rarity, a legionnaire with an advanced degree. I’d graduated early and ended up with three degrees: hotel and restaurant management, baking and the pastry arts, and a general culinary degree. 

			People called me a prodigy. I called myself weak. And I needed to do something about it.

			On my 17th birthday, I finished my master’s degree and got offered jobs working for the most prestigious dining establishments on Pictavia. Instead, I enlisted in the New Caledonian Reserve Corps. It’d been a lark, the chance to play leej without the full-time commitment. A chance to prove that I had the strength of character to stick it through. I’d been controlled for so long, the boy genius adults coddled. Enlisting was my first act of independence, somewhere to finally stand on my own two feet.

			I’d never thought I’d stick around. I’d be a once and done leej. Get in and leave after my first hitch was up. 

			Life didn’t work out that way. When the Mid-Core Rebellion grew more active, I began paying attention to the news feeds. When the MCR atrocities occurred on Kublar, I reenlisted. And besides, New Caledonia had a reservist program held over from the end of the Savage Wars. The stuff on Galaxy’s edge… it was all far away from me, or so it seemed.

			I told my mom not to worry. A lot of us did.

			My college degree at the Pictavia Culinary Institute qualified me for the officer’s academy—I’d been too young for that at my first enlistment. And by the time that changed and I re-upped, I’d become jaded by one too many dismal point officers to want to try my hand at it. There are no points among the enlisted men.

			Shortly after I reenlisted, my company commander promoted me to full sergeant and placed me in command of Berserker Squad. I was comfortable, and managing the ten leejes in a Rage Company squad was infinitely less stressful than the restaurants I ran during the rest of the month.

			Life settled into a routine. They trained us nonstop when they had us, sometimes every weekend. As things on the edge got worse, it seemed the “one weekend a month” had gone away and our Reserve Company was on perpetual standby. The government of New Caledonia had gotten comfortable after the Savage Wars ended, but recent events convinced the elected officials that we weren’t as safe as we thought. How could anyone be when a bunch of primitives and the MCR were able to bring down a Republic destroyer and wipe out almost an entire company of full-time legionnaires? 

			Funds for extra training were authorized, and I kept volunteering for all of it. I wanted a break from the stress of my day job and the chance to exercise in the fresh air. Time in the kitchen made me a little soft around the edges, as it tends to do, and even though I could outrun the entire platoon—genetically, I have an athlete’s heart and lungs—I’d gotten sick of the jokes about my weight. 

			I heard ’em all, but my favorite was, “Holy hell, Sergeant, I think I can see the fat squeezing out of the seams of your armor.”

			I still don’t know who said it. And, truth be told, I still have a hard time not cracking up about that one.

			Something to know about New Caledonia is that we held our own during the Savage Wars. We worked hand-in-glove with the Legion and when it was our turn to face that nightmare from the stars that was the Savage marines, any Cally will tell you how we kicked their asses. We felt safe during the time of relative peace following the end of that conflict. We were close enough to the core that no one figured a threat capable of reaching us would ever be able to rise again.

			And our military spending reflected that. The Parliament shuttered all of our legions, until only the 9th remained. They supplemented our Reserve Corps with militia, forces cheaper to outfit and maintain. Even still, we were holding on to an outdated notion that we were still Legion—still what we once were—even though our tech and training were anything but. Our fighting force was a relic from our pre-Republic history, a budgetary line item that the politicians wanted to get rid of in favor of vote-buying programs. 

			Legion reserve isn’t really a thing anywhere else. But it is here. The beauty of Republic political negotiations. New Caledonia has a Legion Reserve Corps that the House of Reason treat as the real deal—and flood with points too afraid of getting hurt—and the rest of the Legion… well, they tolerate us, I suppose. We don’t matter. 

			We weren’t supposed to, anyway.

			Once those MCR rebels stepped up the attacks, well, the politicians still tried to double down and continue with the spending cuts, but as the saying goes, “There’d been an army on Kublar too.” 

			The public began to get fearful. It’s only natural during times of uncertainty. Finally, the politicians responded. They increased the number of companies in the 9th until we were fully manned, and then added worthless militia to the Caledonian Legion Corps. Made us a paper tiger. But nobody on the inside—the men who’d have to fight and die for the Republic—was fooled. All that really happened was that they forced the recruiters to work overtime to fill the new slots. All around the system, reserve leej recruiters toiled around the clock to process the recruits.

			When the talking heads began talking about several more Cally Legion companies, we tried to ignore it. I focused on my career and on becoming the best leej I could. Blustering was what politicians did. Any restaurateur knew to ignore it while milking the situation for better tips. I worked out and spent time enjoying the little moments with friends and family. Things were spooling up, but this would pass. And the little Legion Reserve on my home world would continue as a quaint formality.

			Life drifted on and I’d just started settling into mine. I’d gotten a pay raise, married my school crush, and bought a house. My wife was pregnant, and the money from my promotion in the reserves definitely helped. College wasn’t free and not everyone was lucky enough to get scholarships. About my wife: what she saw in me is beyond my comprehension. I married up, something her twin brother never lets me forget. He was right, of course, but then I think every guy who loves his wife thinks the same thing.

			When we got the call to mobilize, I was floored. 

			There were no riots on the news feeds. The rebels had left our system alone. Some of the guys were excited. Not me. My mind had already divorced itself from everything else that happened in the galaxy. I can’t say I was angry or scared, though. More… confused.

			Like I said, nothing directly involving our planet had been reported on the holovids and our system was relatively peaceful. When the old man told us that we were leaving the New Caledonian system, I probably sat in a state of disbelief for a good five minutes. My mind just blank. This was something that we’d been told wasn’t possible when we enlisted. Heck, I’d never thought my unit would leave the planet, even for training.

			But I took the king’s credits, so duty called.

			After mobilizing, I reported in for the NCO briefing with the sergeant major, Sergeant Major Logan Scott. The senior Legion NCO in the New Caledonian Reserve Corps was one of the few full-timers gracing us reservists with his presence. He was full Legion, part of the deal with the Republic to make our planet feel special. He was standing in front of the assembly hall, in his full dress uniform with more ribbons than a point in a Unity Day parade.

			Sergeant Major Scott was a perpetually angry little man full of scowls and vulgar language. This time he looked even angrier than usual, something I hadn’t thought possible. He went into a rant about the state of the galaxy, punctuating his thoughts with his knife hand and off-world curse words I’d never heard. He referenced anatomical positions that I didn’t believe were possible as he told us in no uncertain terms where the rebels could go and how they could get there. 

			I zoned out, waiting for him to get to the pertinent parts. I have a talent for tuning in on important information, a skill I’d first learned as a specialist and found useful in my civilian job as well.

			“The Mid-Core Rebellion is stepping up their attacks on the Oba-fearing people of the Republic. There’s a rebellion going on in the Rhyssis Wan system boys, and that means traitorous rebels are encouraging the cultists to challenge the legitimate rule of the Republic. If you don’t read the news, I’ll make it simple: They’re seeking an independent state and think they can wrest control of the system from us. The House of Reason wants to show them, in no uncertain terms, that rebellion is not an option. And that means it’s up to the Legion—and in this case that means you—to go kick a little ass.” 

			The sergeant major had to pause, his deep commanding voice drowned out by the sound of his subordinates’ cheers. I doubted that the other leejes cared that deeply. They were likely just carried away with the emotional tone of the NCO’s diatribe. I wasn’t sure that my fellow NCOs bought the company line. In private conversations, we’d all talked about how Utopion was a hotbed of corruption. Regardless, the battle of Kublar convinced me that the MCR rebels weren’t the answer. My musing was interrupted by the sergeant major’s booming voice.

			“We’ll be leaving the system with all of the New Caledonian Reserves. The recruits can finish their training en route. We’re missing over one hundred leejes, totally unsat. Squad Leaders, police up your people. Involve the local law enforcement if you need to, I want those people here yesterday! Before I let you go, any questions?”

			Please don’t ask, please don’t ask, I telepathically begged. But some idiot always asks a question, it never fails. That day was no different.

			“Sergeant Major Scott,” Sergeant Bello asked boldly, “our charter said we’re only charged with defending New Caledonia. We can’t leave the star system defenseless. The Repub has no right—”

			The crowd of seated NCOs suddenly scooted away from the lanky young sergeant, not daring to incur the wrath of the advancing sergeant major. I regretted having taken the seat next to Bello, torn between the desire to flee from the advancing Curmudgeon of the 9th and staying to watch the impending train wreck. I didn’t decide quickly enough. 

			“Let me stop you right there before you lose your stripes!” Sergeant Major Scott looked pissed. “Your little planet wanted to be considered part of the Legion? Well, that means you KTF when the Legion commander tells you. Now we’re paid by the House of Reason. They tell Legion Command who to stomp a mudhole in and where to walk it dry and that’s exactly what we do. Orders are issued and we’re going to follow them. We’ve been ordered to put down the Bar Kokhba Revolt by any means necessary. Those cultists will not be allowed to join up with the MCR. Not on our watch! Now move out and round up your missing leejes. Dismissed!” 

			Astonishingly, Bello didn’t seem willing to let it go, but stood his ground and continued to protest as NCOs piled out of the room. “All due respect, sir, but that violates the contract I signed.”

			The vein on Sergeant Major Scott’s forehead began to tick as he struggled to contain his rage. “Listen here, Sergeant, that’s not how things work in my Legion. The time to play dress up is over. You’re in it to win it now, boy.”

			The belligerent young leej didn’t learn. “You’re voiding my contract,” he continued, “so I demand to see the Inspector General to—” 

			Sergeant Major Scott’s knife hand to the throat ended the complaint. “The IG works for me, son. Now, would someone get this prisoner to the brig, so we can KTF those rebel cranks?”
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			The pre-deployment training was brutal, and it was made worse when training cadre from the 71st Legion showed up to train us. These were more of the real deal. Legion proper. They were technically and tactically proficient killers who ran circles around the best Cally had to offer. Some serious KTF stuff, the kind of leej we thought we were and aspired to become.

			The cadre smoked us nonstop with “conditioning runs” that served no other reason than to satiate their sadistic tendencies. They beat us near senseless in the name of learning proper hand-to-hand combat training. Our legs burned from the unending accumulation of conditioning miles. Our arms ached from the hours upon hours of D&C. Through it all, my cadre took special joy in singling me out. I was the odd one. An NCO college boy. The closest those maniacs could get to tearing into an officer, even if I didn’t have the commission.

			And, it definitely didn’t help to have love handles.

			“Come on, Fat Brain,” Corporal Santos bellowed as he ran circles around me while we pushed our bodies to their breaking points. “I’ve seen quadriplegic sailors run faster than you!” 

			“Maybe he needs another donut?” asked the Curmudgeon of the 9th as he effortlessly jogged besides me. 

			“Holy hell!” shouted Santos. “Get me a donut and a stick right now. We’ll get this lard ass breaking records.”

			Sergeant Major shouted into my ear as we ran. “Do you think the Bar Kokhba cultists in Rhyssis Wan care? Do you think they’ll give you donuts, fatty?”

			“No, Sergeant Major! I’m a chef, Sergeant Major! I’ll make them myself, might even share!”

			My bellowed response didn’t seem to make a difference to the 9th’s training cadre; they kept up their verbal tirade. But it did seem to tickle the old man’s fancy. At least that’s how I took his grunted reply to my snark. My reward was more of his undivided attention; we might’ve even been going steady. With the vastness of the years between us, it’s sometimes hard to tell. It’s like we were speaking different languages. Sure he abused me, but I think that’s how some old timers show their love.

			The extra attention from Sergeant Major Scott had the added boon of encouraging the junior corporals. The Curmudgeon joined in, adding to my discomfort as he ran beside me while the cadre kept up their insults. He laughed in that deep belly laugh of his, acting as if the torture we were being subjected to was a Sunday stroll. His presence emboldened the corporals, and the tiny martinets amped up their taunts.

			Corporal Santos was the worst of the bunch. He was relentless. 

			“You’re a real buffet slayer, ain’t you? The cultists on Rhyssis Wan are gonna have to shoot you twice to get through that belly. Let’s move it, Sergeant Fats! Stop jiggling, lard butt.”

			I really hated Corporal Santos.

			And then when the fat obeyed physics instead of the training cadre… “Okay, I see how it is! We just gonna do squats, you and me ’til one of us drops.”

			A thousand squats later and my legs would seize up, almost useless. Then they’d run me back to the barracks for a unit of water and more berating.

			It became a common refrain, and I became something of a connoisseur when it came to insults and fat jokes. If anything, my struggle wasn’t so much with the abuse as trying not to laugh at the cadre’s lack of vulgar inventiveness. I’d heard worse from my mother, and despite having a slight pouch, I knew I was in good shape. I’d never failed my physical fitness test; however, that wasn’t good enough for our cadre. I was a sergeant who wasn’t ideally suited for the Legion recruiting poster, thus I had a target on my back. I knew what they wanted. I was their primary target because if I broke, then those below me would as well.

			“Come on, lardie, want a donut?”

			Yeah. I knew exactly what they wanted, what Santos wanted. But I wasn’t about to give it to them. I was too stubborn for that.

			“Roger, Corporal,” I gamely replied, “and the squad prefers chocolate glazed. Might as well grab us some kaff while you’re out. And none of that Navy garbage, only the best for my boys!”

			The laughter from my leejes was immediate, and soon the entire company joined in. 

			Eventually the cadre gave up. The training didn’t slacken, but the laser focus on me as a worthless waste of a leej shifted so that I was just one of many worthless leejes. Reservists who didn’t deserve to exist.

			It had been made known since day one that the guys from the regular Legion didn’t think of us as their leej brothers. The differences in our uniforms only made it more noticeable. Their armor was reflective and shiny, a new rollout from the Republic. And you could tell the guys hated everything about it except maybe how it looked on the parade grounds. Our LARKs by comparison were tan with black accents. They were boxy, ill fitting, old, and ugly.

			But that didn’t really matter. The regular legionnaires didn’t give us too much guff about how we looked. Us looking unprofessional was almost expected. What made the situation tough was that the regular legionnaires knew our kit was better. The House of Reason did them dirty with the “shinies” as the guys called it. Looked great, worked like twarg dung. With about the same protection. It was armor designed for a fighting force that expected the galaxy to step aside when they showed up. And it debuted at the worst possible moment—just when the MCR showed that it was willing to go toe-to-toe. Even if it cost them everything. 

			Our armor allowed us to blend into the arid world we called home, at least that’s what they taught us in leej training. It was designed after we’d expanded our colonies past the open deserts, but the color scheme was supposed to pay homage to our colonial founding fathers. I suspected it was a gimmick to hide the piss-poor quality of our kit. Remember, I only said our kit was better than the new standard issue. By no means was it good. Certainly, they weren’t the Mark 1s. Still, I’d take them over the new shiny nonsense the House of Reason foisted on the regular Legion. Our armor was a self-contained system, one that cooled us, and our AI kept us operating at the optimal combat effectiveness. I wasn’t sure the new gear was worth its scrap value. 

			Like all good things, the hazing reached its natural conclusion and we spent our final pre-mobilization days on the weapons range. We donned all of our combat gear, re-qualifying with our weapons in full battle rattle. Any seasoned soldier would tell you that firing a blaster in your armor was different from firing without it, and the skills weren’t necessarily linked. So, we trained in our kit while the full-timers from the 71st rode us hard. We were the redheaded stepchildren, to borrow a phrase from antiquity, and even at that late stage, the cadre seemed disgusted by the very existence of the Caledonian reserves. But they didn’t know what lay ahead. The bonds that would be forged.

			None of us did.

			If I had it to do over again, I’d go back and just enjoy the time with my mates. Back before Rhyssis Wan, after the boys of Rage Company had jelled into a cohesive unit, one capable of ferocious violence. Despite the martial trappings of our training, at our core we were kids playing dress up. Little boys waging war with action figures in the sand. We hadn’t tasted the melted ozone from a field decimated by blaster fire. We hadn’t smelled the tangy copper stench from the rivers of leej blood we’d wade through. If I could do it over again, I’d go back for one more precious moment with some of the finest men I’d ever known.

			The cadre didn’t know any of that, either; they were just doing their jobs. Admittedly they seemed to take a special joy in tormenting our junior officers and NCOs. We never saw our company-grade officers much. Those points were too busy scurrying around the Caledonian Parliament to worry about their legionnaires. Except Rage Company’s CO, Captain Reyes. He was one of the few points worth a spit. Maybe it was because he was a local? Whatever it was, he was a man I was proud to call my friend. 

			Outside of drill, Reyes owned one of the companies that supplied my restaurant. If there was an ingredient that you absolutely had to have but couldn’t find, Reyes was your guy. He was a man among men, an officer who motivated you from the front and a friend who’d have your back.

			Too many of our other officers were interstellar nomads, points in search of a safe checkmark up the ladder of success. Hell, we’d even put down an invented riot just so some point major could get face time in front of the holocams.

			I almost left the Legion that day. I’d put in enough time to cash out and go into inactive status. Being used as part of a made-up crisis just so some fool who wasn’t even rifle qualified could look good for the House of Reason—it felt like a slap in the face to the Legion I loved. But my first sergeant, First Sergeant Phil Culpepper, called me into his office and  talked me down.

			“You’ve dealt with worse, Fetch,” he’d said. “Pretend it’s another day at your restaurant with loud drunks.”

			He stood there, Captain Reyes at his side, both men beseeching me to stay. 

			“Go ahead and get the point major blacklisted from all the nice eateries,” Reyes added. “Have that soup sandwich of a leej barred from any of the hospitality businesses on Pictavia. Just don’t quit, we need you. The Cally Legion needs you.” 

			It worked, and I stuck around. I still hated most of the points, but I don’t need to tell you that. You’re a leej, too. You know about the infestation of points in the Legion. Let’s just spit upon their graves and move on.

			Like I was saying… many of the sergeants were close to breaking in those final days. But I wasn’t mad. I planned on getting even. When we were fully mobilized, I’d be senior to these jerks. Many of the active duty leej training cadre were corporals, and my newly minted sergeant stripes would let me extract my pound of flesh off them. Besides, I knew something the cadre didn’t. They’d been assigned to us, upon our final mobilization, to fill holes in our rosters.

			It was about to suck real bad to be them.

			Now I’d spent countless hours during my off time at the range and I’d become proficient in our NM-4s. They were cheap knockoffs of the N-4s used by the regular Legion. And while they still packed a punch—that was only when they worked. These babies had a tendency to overheat or have the charge pack get stuck in its well. Neither was a good thing in combat.

			If I hadn’t been a squad leader, I would still be one of Rage Company’s designated marksmen, making impossible shots despite the low-quality weaponry. I found tranquility on the weapons line, and as we trained, I realized how much I missed it—the prestige, the extra time on the firing lanes, and the feeling of accomplishment. 

			Still, I heard the 71st leejes talking about us from the overhead catwalks. I’ll grant that many of my peers were screwing up, but they were picking it up quickly. While I was waiting for my squad to get through the course again, my bucket on, I began hopping around L-comm frequencies and accidently found theirs. We weren’t in combat yet, so none of the channels had been secured. I ended up catching the training corporals chatting.

			“You know what’s worse than a leej company commanded by a point? An Oba-damned RESERVE leej company! And dude, I never thought I’d say that. But… a bunch of fat civvies polluting my Legion? Hell nah.”

			I couldn’t help myself. These guys weren’t giving us a chance. This wasn’t leadership, it was elitism. “That’s on you, Santos. If these leejes can’t fight, the blame stops with the instructors. So spend less time complaining and more time getting my men ready to KTF.”

			If Santos was surprised at my being on the comm, he didn’t show it. “Lard butt, there ain’t enough hours in three lifetimes to get your sorry asses ready to KTF.”

			“You’ve got a week.”

			Santos grunted a derisive laugh. “Ain’t happening.”

			“That’s not at all what I meant, Corporal. In one more week you’ll report to me, Santos,” I growled the words over the comm. “Might be a nice time to dust off your copy of the Legion’s customs and courtesy manuals.”

			“Roger that, Sergeant,” Santos replied. He sounded neither scared or repentant. But I know he got the message. “Don’t get your panties in a wad.”

			The counseling that followed from Sergeant Major Scott, who’d also been listening in, was more of the wall-to-wall nature. I didn’t see the scuffle, but Santos found the black eye hard to hide. He chose to keep his shiny bucket on for the next few days. Whatever our sergeant major said—or did—seemed to have the desired effect; the 71st left us alone until we rolled out. 

			Maybe it was the realization that they’d been transferred to fill our NCO shortages. Maybe my words had more impact than I knew. But Ama always told me not to look a gift-winnlie in the mouth.
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			We finished training, feeling more like heartbreakers and life takers than we ever had in our entire lives. We were Legion. We were born to KTF. We were ready.

			And then the word came: Stand by. 

			We couldn’t do anything but wait, not even leave the base. My guys didn’t like this, but the justification was that we could leave at any moment. Behind the scenes, the Senate and House of Reason were in an argument with New Caledonia about whether the Repub would use our local Navy or send one of their many fleets to take us to wherever we were going.

			The Caledonian monarchy demanded that the Repub Navy send its own ships to transport his “purloined” legionnaires into battle. If the news holovids were to be believed, the House of Reason replied with a “do what we say or else” ultimatum, forcing the Crown to submit to the will of the Republic. 

			Now, if anyone asked me—and why would they—the Crown should have known that this came with the territory when you formally join the Republic. At any rate, the inane bickering between the polities wasn’t the best way to test the viability of mobilizing our reserves, but since I couldn’t do anything about it… I sat back and watched the fireworks as they unfolded on the local news holos. 

			If nothing else, I’d have interesting stories to tell my kid when I got home. 

			Not surprisingly, the House of Reason got their way and our system’s naval defense force was commandeered by the Republic for the duration of our active service. Denying us the ability to defend ourselves in the meanwhile. Of course, we were going out there—supposedly—to make sure that there would never be a need for a fleet back home.

			The guys from the Legion made a point of telling us that our fleet wouldn’t make a lick of difference against a formidable invading force, if such a thing were even possible.

			And that stung. Even if it was true. Our fleet was pathetic—a few antiquated Ohio-class battleships, a dozen corvettes, and some freight haulers converted into troop transports. But it was ours.

			And it looked impressive, at least. The Ohio-class boats were big, larger than a Republic destroyer. But they were made centuries ago and hadn’t been well maintained or updated. Half their gun emplacements were missing, and the crews were woefully undermanned. Not to mention poorly trained. Their job was to make pirates think twice about buzzing around to pick off cargo freighters coming in and out of port. And ninety-nine percent of that job is just showing up.

			After we mobilized our navy, the Repub “generously” augmented the manifests of our forces and sent us on our merry way. Two weeks of dickering around, and we finally ended up where everyone knew we would: the Rhyssis Wan system. 

			The trip was uneventful. At least at first. I don’t know what I was expecting—it wasn’t like the MCR was going to pull us out of hyperspace and attempt to board. It felt a lot like when we were confined to base back home. Not a lot to do and nowhere to go. So we hit the gym and used the open areas of the old boats to practice urban ops. It felt like we were back on Pictavia, spooling up for our deployment. 

			It was an almost magical time for Rage Company. We were a unit, a real deal leej company. During that first week, Captain Reyes managed to get us time in an auxiliary kitchen, letting me cook for the men. How he made that happen I never knew. I never asked; it would’ve broken the spell. But he had the ingredients for me to give the poor grunts of Rage Company the kind of meal they couldn’t afford if they saved for their entire lives. 

			And they hated it.

			So we gave that meal to the points, pretended we thought they were important. I grilled up some hot steaks and the CO came through with cold beer. None of that nonalcoholic stuff, real hops. The leejes stood a little straighter during that meal, puffed their chests out a little more. We were what we were meant to be, we were a family.

			When we weren’t training or eating culinary masterpieces, we spent downtime checking our gear, trying to pretend we weren’t scared. I was on one of the battleships, the Cambria. We had plenty of room to train, and our officers took full advantage of it. Between all of those ad hoc training sessions, I wrote a letter to my wife on my datapad and prepped it to send automatically should my luck run out. 

			It was an emotionally draining procedure, writing that letter. I wouldn’t have even written it, but Corporal Santos suggested the company write them. It seemed at the time like a fairly decent thing to do, given his attitude during training. He was a veteran of several Repub policing actions and said he never knew of one where at least one poor leej didn’t die fighting. I prayed he was only being paranoid but encouraged Berserker Squad to heed his advice.

			I’d just finished with the letter when I checked my clock and cussed. There was a company leadership staff meeting and I’d gotten so wrapped up in recording holo-messages to my family, I was in serious jeopardy of running late. I didn’t want to have to deal with the leadership counseling sessions that Culpepper, our first sergeant, would administer for my transgression. I hated those damn meetings; they were mind-numbingly nauseating. But they were easy enough to avoid as long as you weren’t a screw up. 

			Easier said than done.

			First Sergeant Culpepper always insisted that we were thirty minutes early. Usually that just meant being more than on time for a meeting that perpetually started late. Which felt a little like adding insult to injury. There’s something about officers and late meetings. I dunno. Hurry up and wait, same as it always was.

			Hoping I could outrun the clock, I jumped into the shower to make sure I was presentable. Because being late is one thing, but being late and looking like I’d been sleeping in the field… I might as well have thrown myself into the airlock and hit the dump button. When Sergeant Culpepper went on the warpath, it was safer to play chicken with a rampaging donk. Or wrestle a wet wobanki. 

			I was rushing out of the shower back to my quarters when the alert sounded. I started instinctively scrambling out of my clothes, stripping as I made it through the hatch into my small room. 

			The AI announced over the internal com speakers, “General quarters. General quarters. All hands, man your battle stations.” 

			The dreaded expression telling us that the fleet was in trouble. It could be just a drill, but you acted the same in either event. Better to be paranoid and alive than to die dismissing the warning. Fear was good; it kept you on your toes. Fear kept you alive.

			The clanging siren was earsplittingly loud. There was something about it droning on like that—annoying and yet terrifying. Like this was all real and people were about to die. It was a shock. It felt surreal, my body moving on autopilot as my mind scrambled to process it all.

			I tuned out all the noise, both mental and physical, and threw on my synthprene undersuit and then my LARK. My fingers were shaking—heck, I was shaking—as I fumbled with the various straps and buckles of my armor. As soon as I was kitted up, I made my bucket tune out the nonessential noises. The silence was gratifying, but the drawback meant too much time to think. 

			Unlike the sailors, leejes didn’t have anywhere to be during battle stations. That was difficult. Because somewhere out there in the black outside the ship was a threat. Some unknown thing existing in the great unknown of space. I hated that feeling of helplessness and I hated being uninformed, so I jumped into the command channels as I ran toward where my company commander and fellow squad leaders were already meeting. 

			“The Cambria’s skipper says the fleet ran into a mine field,” said one of the Legion commanders. “MCR proximity mines around all of the known exit points from the main shipping lanes, and we sailed right into ’em, like flies to honey.”

			“Unreal,” commented a battalion commander. “Did no one think to send a probe bot ahead?”

			“Skipper is a point, sir.”

			There was an audible sigh. “How bad is it?” 

			“Two transports down along with four corvettes,” replied another voice over the comm. “No survivors.” 

			The tactical discussion moved fast and furious, a sort of soundtrack that accompanied my sprinting toward the meeting room. I was having trouble keeping up with who was talking.

			“Which transports? Do we have ID?”

			“Reading Monarchs two and three.”

			“Oba, those were the main battle tanks.”

			“Most of the HK-PP Mechs too,” replied the first officer.

			By all that was holy, hearing that scared the piss out of me. I was halfway through the passageway toward the Rage Company command center in full battle rattle when the ship shuddered, knocking me to the ground. I must’ve hit my bucket on the deck, because suddenly my visor went black before quickly rebooting. 

			Then I heard the shrieking of oxygen venting out of the ship. The hull had been breached. On an Ohio-class, that meant a really big boom because those things could stand up to a super-destroyer’s barrage for hours. Well, they could when they were lovingly maintained.

			I fought back the panic that threatened to overwhelm me. 

			Please, Oba, don’t let me get sucked out into the void.

			As embarrassing as it is to admit, I screamed like a little girl. Thankfully my L-comm was muted, sparing me the embarrassment of living through something like that. 

			The pull of the venting oxygen wasn’t so strong that I couldn’t get back to my feet. The breach must’ve been somewhere farther back in the ship. I grabbed my NM-4 off the deck and continued toward the command center, using the emergency handrails to pull me along until the ship’s blast doors had time to seal off the breached section of the corridor.

			And then it stopped. An eerie stillness settled over the corridor. 

			Emergency lighting still flashed, but there was only silence. Which was odd, because those klaxons surely didn’t get sucked out into space.

			I needed information, so I checked my bucket for updates. The emergency blast doors had indeed sealed off the breach, making the hull breaches a nonfactor. They were temporary hull patches, much thinner than the hull that had just been shredded. But the Cambria was saved from losing an entire deck. None of the automated hatches were working. I had to go through each one manually, knowing that if there was a breach on the other side, I would be stuck. Finally reaching the hatch that led into the meeting room, I initiated the manual open, having to use my squad leader emergency access code to get inside.

			Real VIP stuff. 

			When the door slid open, I stopped dead in my tracks. Instead of seeing an orderly military command center, I found only chaos. Chairs were knocked over, datapads strewn around, and scorches marked the bulkheads. Had the explosion done this? But if that were the case, I’d still expect to see Rage Company’s command staff.

			But the room was vacant, adding a haunting quality to the disorderly environment. Maybe the guys had evacuated the room and left to oversee the men when General Quarters sounded.

			And then the reality of what happened hit me.

			The conference room had three small portals made with transparent impervisteel. They were all covered by blast hatches—standard procedure across the ship whenever there’s a hull breach. The center portal had a crimson smear staining its edges. I moved closer and almost tossed up my chow inside my bucket.

			There must have been a blast here that ruptured the portal. The guys—my command team—had all been sucked out into the void. And one unlucky kelhorn was pulled so hard into the breach that it drew blood. A lot of it.

			This wasn’t supposed to happen. These safety doors should have activated immediately the moment a hull breach was detected. There shouldn’t have been time for one guy to get sucked out a hole that small, let alone everyone in the room. 

			And those blaster marks on the bulkheads, why had there been weapons discharged at a staff meeting? Something wasn’t right, but I didn’t know what to do about it. There were only a few burn marks visible, practically covered by the debris from the mines that had gutted this section of the Cambria. I fought back the urge to retch, disgusted at the implication that one of my leej brothers could’ve done something treacherous.

			My knees nearly gave out under me. I dropped to a squat and tried to catch my breath, cursing the Crown for failing to keep this ship adequately maintained. For putting the sons and daughters who’d set out to protect their home world at such unjustifiable and unnecessary risk.

			Rudimentary scanning software would’ve prevented the blatant sabotage. Competent officers would’ve stopped them from sailing blissfully into a stellar mine field. Any officer who’d earned their seniority could’ve averted the wanton loss of life, but no. We had points, too many kranking points.

			Gone. They were all gone. Looking around at the aftermath, I tried to remember what the damage control SOP was. As a sergeant, I should have known, and the fact that I couldn’t recall meant that I’d failed Sergeant Major Scott and the rest of the command staff. And that was what was really eating away at me. None of my training had prepared me for something like this. 

			They were all gone—my entire company chain of command. All of the company officers, my fellow squad leaders, and the first sergeant were dead. 

			I’d like to say that I handled that stoically, a real frosty leej with nothing but ice and KTF in his veins. But instead, I screamed into my helmet, feeling an impotent rage boiling up from my gut. Tears poured from my eyes. I’m not too proud to admit it. I didn’t even like all those guys, but they were mine. My leejes, and woe to the fool who’d taken them from me.

			I’d been drilling together with these guys for years. I’d dined with them, I knew their families, and I’d been the godfather to some of their kids. I’d snuck Captain Reyes into the restaurant I worked at, back when I was just an executive chef. Hell, I’d catered the wedding of First Sergeant Culpepper’s daughter. Now they were gone, and I was in shock. I don’t remember how long I stood there staring at the datapads as they blinked on the deck. Then the Cambria shuddered again.

			Another voice inside the same room snapped through my shock. “Fetch! We need ya, Sarge.” 

			It was Corporal Santos. He’d snuck right up behind me, breaking through the mental haze. 

			Turning to face Santos, but still very much in shock, I saw the corporal’s rigid form standing next to me. Our buckets concealed our faces, but the comforting hand on my shoulder spoke volumes.

			“Sarge, we’re it,” he said. “The rest of the company officers and NCOs were here when the first mine struck.”

			I wanted to ask him how he could possibly know that. But as my thinking clarified, I could see it on the HUD of my bucket’s visor. Each man from the command staff showed offline, presumed KIA by the Repub-Tek software. Their buckets and suits were telling the rest of us leejes that they either had all their armor blown off or, more likely, that their hearts had stopped beating. Out there. Outside in the relentless vacuum.

			“We were the only ones running behind,” Santos continued. “Secondary hull breach caught them all off guard. We’re the only squad leaders left in the company.”

			I nodded because I heard him. But he sounded so… distant.

			“I can’t explain the blaster fire inside the room, but we will figure it out. Then we’ll get pay back, you and me.”

			Still I didn’t respond. My mind was a fog and I stared listlessly at the room. I didn’t even know where to begin.

			Santos seemed ready to help me along. It was a completely different approach to what I’d seen from him during training. He was trying to help me step up and lead. “Sarge, orders came down over the L-comms while you were assessing the situation in here. We’re to report to the ALTOs now.”

			When I didn’t say anything, Santos got in my face.

			“Sergeant?”

			“So many good men,” I whispered. “How will I tell their families?”

			“Sergeant, first we need to live long enough to bring home the rest of Rage Company’s men.” Corporal Santos’s voice rang with firm resolve. He sounded like a legionnaire. The way you expected one—a real one—to sound.

			I again nodded. Determined not to get squirrely. Not to behave like some point after my first encounter with the stress of combat. “You’re right. Get the leejes to the assault landing transports and don’t go orbital without me. I’ll see if I can salvage any gear here before meeting you there. Dismissed.”

			As Santos left the command center, I looked around for any sign that things were going to be okay. The priests always preached that in trying times, Oba sent signs for the faithful to find. 

			I found nothing. 

			Only destruction. Only a bleak demonstration of my friend’s final moments. On one corner of Captain Reyes’s desk sat his bucket, strapped to the dummy head he’d kept to store his helmet. He never liked to be far from it. The tan dome sat there, its black trim and markings of rank taunting me. 

			That bucket was as lifeless as its owner now was. My longtime compatriot. Walking over to the desk, I gently laid my gauntleted hand on the helmet, almost petting it. Reyes was gone. Really gone, and this piece of equipment, just a serial number to the rest of the Legion, was the only physical connection I could see that he was ever even here. Ever alive like me. 

			But I was still breathing. And those breaths started to feel hot as they escaped my lungs. The shock was making way for anger. If I was the new CO of Rage Company, well that was fitting. Because I was going to KTF every single MCR kelhorn I saw. 
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			Reaching the ALTOs took longer than I thought it would. I had to detour several times. Mines had damaged other parts of the ship along the only route I knew—they kept us reservists away from the inner corridors. Can’t have us see how poorly they maintained the ship. Might make us question the value of the naval militia. 

			I was able to navigate a new route to the hangar bay despite the seemingly endless parade of blocked or sealed corridors and damaged ladder wells. The speedlifts were all dead, powered down during emergencies. Ship-wide SOP to stop electrical damage from spreading. Something about cascading overloads or some such garbage. Mostly, you don’t wanna get stuck in a dead lift when you need to be free to move about and kill invaders or evacuate the broken tub. At least I remembered that little bit of damage control training and didn’t waste time standing around waiting for a car that would never come. 

			I double-timed it, not wanting the shuttle to leave me behind on the ship. Launch windows were fickle things, and the navy gave the pilots very small margins for errors. They waited for no one, except for maybe Legion Commander Keller. He might be important enough, maybe.

			I ran, cursing myself for not being in peak physical conditioning. 

			My heart pounded like it would explode, and my lungs weren’t far behind. Maybe it was the shock, maybe it was the extra donut. Whatever it was, I vowed to hit the gym even harder if I made it out alive.

			I was hopelessly out of breath when I finally got there, which may have been a good thing since it prevented me from yelping at the sight of the shuttles waiting for me in the hangar bay. These weren’t what we had trained on. They were some other kind. These “Assault Landing Transports, Orbital” looked like flying coffins. Their large and boxy angled wings stuck off to the side and snubbed noses capped the front. Likely the design helped the shuttle cut through the atmosphere on reentry, but they looked like something drawn for a preschool art class. 

			How was this contraption aerodynamic? 

			I still can’t figure out. And if I had to guess, these shuttles were yet another example of some House of Reason delegate awarding a contract to a company that had no business building military craft just because the delegate had an ownership stake. And yes, that does happen in our beloved Republic.

			Regardless of their suitability, the ALTOs were all we had. There were countless rows of what I presumed were the newest version of the orbital entry shuttles, and leej companies scrambled to get in. 

			It was pure anarchy, with sergeants pushing and shoving leejes into the open ramps. Ironically, the more they tried to speed things up, the more they slowed the process. 

			Watching the spectacle showed me why the regular Legion boys from the 71st gave us such a hard time. If we couldn’t load properly now, what would happen if we were loading under fire? It wouldn’t have been pretty. We’re talking total team kill kinda bad. 

			“We have to do better. We will do better.”

			Except there was nobody in my company’s command L-comm channel to answer. They were gone, all gone. 

			“Fetch,” Santos said and nudged my arm. “We’re waiting for you by our bird. Your leejes need you to join us. We can’t do this alone and this ride waits for no one.”

			I hated it when Santos got all compassionate. It was easier when he was trying to break me. But pride had to go, my leejes needed me. In the end, I activated the homing beacon to find the shuttles assigned to Rage Company and shoved my way through the crowd, following the prompts in my HUD until I was near our bird.

			It was clear that the pilots were preparing for an emergency departure, because last I heard, we weren’t supposed to be leaving for another few days. The master plan called for the navy to enter the Rhyssis Wan system, orbit Rhyssis Wan Prime, and preemptively bombard critical targets. Only after those threats were neutralized was the Legion supposed to be deployed. 

			But the intel guys never mentioned the system being mined. So already nothing was going as planned. I always heard jokes about military intelligence, and at least what the Navy brought to the table was making me a believer. Their errors cost lives, and if I ever met the scat-brained sons of a twarg hauler who let us waltz into that system the way we did, I’d knock his brains out. 

			But for that to happen, I would have to live long enough to secure the planet.

			“Looks like we’re going to be doing things the hard way.”

			I hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but Santos answered me over the L-comm all the same. “If it was easy, they’d call us Basics. The galaxy saves the hard jobs for the leejes, Sergeant.”

			His words spurred me on, and I quickly caught up with my squad. Rage Company was loaded onto their shuttles, with Corporal Santos standing at the ramp of ours. I checked into the company L-comm channel, only to remember that it was just Santos and I, so I hopped over to the battalion net.

			“Sergeant Ocampo reporting to the BC, sir. I’m the senior surviving member of Rage Company. What are our orders, sir?”

			Major Leblanc, my battalion commander, answered, his voice grim. “We’re aware of your situation, Sergeant. I’m sending the last unassigned captain from the 71st to command your company. One of the master sergeants on my staff will assume the first sergeant position. Sadly, dead leejes mean promotions are in order. You’ve got a degree, is that right?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I didn’t like where this was going, but I knew better than to argue with an officer. Especially one with shiny major pins on his collar.

			“I’m giving you a field promotion to LT. Move people around until you have a functioning Table of Operations and Equipment, then send me the list for approval. You’ll assume command of 1st Section and I’ll round up what spare lieutenants I can find for the other three. Now let’s make them pay for this, Leej.”

			“Roger, sir,” I stuttered out.

			Evidently, Major Leblanc heard the uncertainty in my reply. He made an effort to put me at ease. “I saw your record, Ocampo. I know you haven’t been a sergeant for very long, but your legionnaires need you to man up. Pray to Oba, scream into your bucket, do whatever you must to get your butt in gear, because Rage Company needs you. If it makes you feel any better, the brass will probably take away the promotion when this is all done. Can I count on you, Lieutenant?”

			“Yes, sir!” I said. 

			Still reeling from the shock, I hopped over to the company command network and updated Santos. He had to know what was going on, so I was brutally honest. I latterly transferred him over to one of the vacant squad leader positions and let him know that one of the 71st’s captains would be our new commander.

			He didn’t sound pleased.

			“We’re getting the point? Holy—”

			“Enough, Santos,” I said, cutting him off before he continued the thought. “Rage Company needs us. From here on out, let’s try to remember to use our LR numbers over the comms. Might as well set a good example. LR-24, out.”

			“Yes, sir. But be careful around that guy, oh-two-four. He’ll get the rest of Rage Company killed if you let him.”

			I wanted to argue, if only because I didn’t want Santos to be right. But, deep down, I knew he probably was. “Roger,” I said quietly.

			Once the logistics were handled, I went looking for our new CO. I didn’t have to try very hard. Our new captain was sauntering toward me, the first sergeant trailing behind. I prayed to Oba that Santos was wrong, that we hadn’t gotten a useless point officer. It was the last thing we needed after our chain of command had been devastated. 

			I halted, snapped to attention, and offered a crisp salute. 

			First impressions didn’t tell much about our new command staff, except that like Santos, their shiny uniforms made them stand out. Their kit was well maintained, at least that was in their favor. 

			I guess we’ll have to wait and see, I thought.

			“Sir, Sergeant… sir, Lieutenant Ocampo here.” I dropped my salute. “I’ve copied you in when I sent the new TO&E to the battalion commander and entered your LS number into our system along with those who transferred with you. Our ALTO’s over here. If you’ll follow me, I’ll make the introductions.”

			“Very well, LT,” said Captain Archer. “I appreciate the update, but the BC already forwarded it to me. And everyone transferring from the 71st will have LR numbers to signify that we’re part of your unit. We’re Rage Company, 9th Legion Reserves now. Let’s make the New Caledonian Reserves proud.”

			“Yes, sir,” I said in surprise. For a second, I could almost forget he was a point officer. Maybe they weren’t all bad. My experience with the Legion was pretty limited.

			Archer looked over the shuttles. “We were lucky that the mines didn’t destroy our ALTOs, or we’d be floating down to the surface.”

			I cracked a smile underneath my bucket. The captain was doing a nice job of welcoming me. “Yes, sir.”

			“I’m not gonna lie, Lieutenant Ocampo. We’re making the drop as soon as we strap into the shuttle. Launching early means this will be a cluster. We were supposed to get orbital bombardments to soften the targets, but no time now. Looks like a small MCR fleet was reported on the sensors and the Navy needs us cleared out prior to engaging.”

			I nod again, taking in the reality of what was about to happen in. Holy strokes. This was going down. First my command team and now, surely, more of our boys in Rage would be facing death. And it was up to me to make sure that they followed their training and made it back home safely.

			“Once we’re dirtside,” the captain continued, “the fight up here won’t be our problem. We’ll have enough of our own. Let’s go meet the men.” 
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			The ride to the planet Rhyssis Wan was sheer terror. As the shuttle rocketed from side to side, incoming rounds from orbital defense guns boomed around us, and only our seat straps kept us from crashing on the deck at terminal velocity. This was the price we paid for failing to do a proper pre-invasion bombardment.

			I doubt I’ll ever think of that planet without breaking into a cold sweat. 

			At one point during the ride down, I blacked out. The pilot had juked around to make the ALTOs harder to hit and the G-forces of atmospheric flight were just too much for me to handle. I’m just glad I didn’t puke in my bucket. Morris and Schultz had to carry their vomit around for hours before we could safely take off our helmets for some fresh air.

			I thought we were going to die. The ALTOs flung us around like we were nothing. If it weren’t for being strapped in, I can’t imagine the number of busted faces and broken bones. And even though we were all wearing our buckets, keeping our faces hidden, I could still tell that the rest of Rage Company were as scared as I was. 

			My fellow leejes had death grips on their jump seats and blasters. There were no windows in the shuttle, so I couldn’t see the planet, but I’m not sure I would have wanted to. All that would’ve been visible on the way down was the blinding light from the flames of our shuttle as we burned our way through the Rhyssis Wan’s atmosphere followed by the explosive bursts and smoke clouds of the incoming anti-air fire. And, sad to say, the sight of more than a few shuttles going down in flames—all hands lost. 

			Instead of dwelling on the things I couldn’t control, I focused my attention internally. I could control my breathing and mentally prepare for what was to come. I told my guys to do the same. I was most concerned about PFC Olvera. He was a skittish sort of fella—massive, a real bruiser, but high strung. The kind of leej you’d want on your side in a bar fight, so long as nothing serious was at stake. That worked in a peacetime reserve unit, not so well at war. I was worried; the entire command team had been. We’d spent too many hours worrying about who would cut it and who would break.

			“Only difference between this ride and a repulsor-coaster is the cost of admission, leejes. Hang tight. You’ll be fine.”

			Captain Archer’s voice was a soothing balm piped in to our helmets over the company’s L-comms. Maybe this was the difference between a leej serving full-time in the Legion and us. Whatever the case, it worked, and a heck of a lot of leejes loosened their grips on their blasters. He was turning out to be an okay officer, for a point. 

			I began to think about the mission. I stared at the combat overview displayed on my HUD during the rough descent toward the planet. Hundreds of shuttles swarmed Rhyssis Wan from our fleet, all trying to clear space prior to the impending battle. They appeared as small icons on the three-dimensional display on my visor, which I could control with my tongue on the toggle switch near my mouth. I could move my view around, giving me the full picture of the battle space. 

			Trying to take in all of the information was difficult. I began to have a new respect for our senior officers. They had a tough job, and even with AIs to handle the logistics, a human legionnaire still had to put his eyeballs on the data to verify it. As I scanned the information, I became increasingly alarmed. 

			The mine fields we stumbled into forced us to deploy directly over the planetary defense cannons. Those infernal guns were swatting us out of the air like we were slow, bumbling flies. 

			Our pilots saved us, even if it meant throwing us around like rag dolls. They flew like the devil’s minions were on our six. I don’t know what was out there, hiding in the inky void, I was too focused on the guns down below. 

			The pilot, Ensign Jonathan Clews, cut my prayers short. 

			“Can’t hold this vector,” he said over the comm.

			“I don’t care where you put us down,” Captain Archer replied. “Just give us a chance to get off in one piece!”

			 “Roger… sir,” Clews managed, his voice strained with a white-knuckled grip on the throttle. 

			The ALTO shuddered from another near miss and bucked wildly downward. Warning alerts from my HUD told me that a few leejes had been knocked unconscious from the jarring motion.

			“Hang on, guys!” I shouted, encouraging myself as much as them. “Just… hang on!”

			Because what else could we do? 

			“Rage Company, you are being diverted to an emergency landing zone, designation LZ Echo,” said Captain Archer, sounding calm amid the chaos.  

			“Five minutes to LZ Echo,” the ALTO’s pilot announced over the comm. Ensign Clews sounded calmer this time. Maybe Captain Archer’s cool rubbed off on him. Even with everything getting shot to hell, the man now sounded as smooth as any Dark Ops leej you’d ever meet.

			The pilot came back on the comm. “Rough landing. Hang on!”

			Clews wasn’t exaggerating. I heard a horrible scraping, like layers of the shuttle’s hull were being peeled back like strips of bark from a sapling. Turns out, that guess wasn’t too far off. The landing zone was too small for the shuttles, and the pilots had to crash through a forest. We hurtled through the timber and bounced off a boulder before settling on LZ Echo.

			The shuttle lurched to a stop. 

			“Up!” I shouted. “Get up and earn your pay, Legionnaires!”

			I listened to the flight comm as my men scrambled to adjust themselves. It was clear that someone in the cockpit was hurt in the crash.

			“What’s the situation?” I asked.

			“Tree freaking impaled Clews. He’s alive, but we need some help STAT.”

			Holy strokes. Clews had saved us all, it didn’t seem fair. I looked around at the swarming mass that was Rage Company as they assembled and waited for the doors to drop.

			“Medic!” 

			Sergeant Virgil Dwyer, a paramedic in the civilian world, was nearby when I made the call. He was one of the few leejes who’d joined the Cally Reserves from the regular Legion. Another squad leader from my section, Chaos Squad, Virgil was someone I knew well.

			“Fetch… LT, you hurt?”

			It took me a second to realize that he was speaking to me. I wasn’t used to being called sir, to being an officer. “I’m fine, but I need you to hustle up to the cockpit. Things are bad there, Virgil.”

			“Ooah, sir.”

			I checked the HUD. I was shocked that the BC had picked such an isolated location. At least we would be, if anyone else hit their original landing zones. Rage Company would be cut off from further support, on our own in the middle of this soup sandwich. 

			“Holy sket,” I muttered.

			“What?” Santos asked.

			Sket, I’d said that out loud.

			“Looking at my HUD,” I answered. “Our units landed all over the place. By Oba, some of our militia even landed on the wrong kelhorned continent.” 

			Santos only laughed. “Guess those lucky buggers get to sit out the fight.”

			“Right, while we die,” Olvera grumbled, “and if we all live through this, those lucky buggers’d bash your twarging head in for saying that.” 

			“Kill that noise, Olvera,” I commanded, but we all knew it was true. The Cally Militia were touchy about perceived slights, though most lacked the training to do more than tilt at windmills.

			Boom. The ramp dropped. 

			“Grab your gear and un-ass this bird,” Captain Archer said, calm and collected. Seriously, I was developing a serious bro crush on this guy. 

			Looking out the open hatches, the full weight of our new location smacked me in the face. We’d landed in the mountains where the local Arthava had their stronghold. At least that tidbit of information was something the intel schleps got right. 

			“LT, you’re gonna wanna see this,” Virgil hollered, the urgency in his voice making my blood freeze. Since he had been a real deal leej, not like us reservists, if he was worried, this was bad. 

			I nodded to my men who were piling out of the shuttle and followed the sound of Virgil’s voice. On elbows and knees, I crawled through the connecting passageway into the pilot’s compartment.

			Looking in, I was shocked at how little regard had been given to the pilot’s survivability. The passenger compartments were protected, compared to the pilot’s, whom the designers seemed to see as expendable. The ALTO’s crew cabin was barely sufficient to handle the heat from planetary insertion, but a hot drop looked like a bridge too far.

			There was blood everywhere. Not just the dramatically smeared handprint common to popular war holofilms, but full-on spatter. Drops of gore and intestine clung to every available surface. Clews, our pilot, sat upright in his chair, a large tree branch speared through his ribs. He gripped the wooden spike poking out of his belly, his face frozen in shock. Somehow in the battered landing, the pilot had lost his helmet, his final scream etched permanently on his pale lifeless face. Even in my isolated LARK, I could smell the coppery tinge of blood. 

			“He’s dead,” I said in shock, confused at why Virgil had called in me to see this. 

			“Open your eyes, Fetch.”

			I could hear the frustration in his voice, he was trying to show me something, but I wasn’t seeing it.

			“I get it, that could happen to any of us,” I answered. “Bad luck, your time to go. No need to remind me of that, Sergeant.”

			“Look out the kelhorned window, Fetch.”

			Pulling my eyes from Clews’s lifeless body, I looked out of the shattered cockpit window. I could see the slate gray tones of Bevak Mountain Range in front of me. The strangely purplish hue on the massive trees and something out there circling our location.

			“Charkas.” I saw what he was pointing at. “Like intel warned us about. Lots of them.”

			The sight of those ungainly monstrosities in the distance brought back memories of classroom training about our objective. The usual cultural sensitivity twarg that got good leejes killed, trash that most of us had slept through. Those long-forgotten lessons said these mutated dog-like creatures were large war mounts. Some ungodly mix between a wild boar and dog, amped up by a factor of ten. Not just in size, but in sheer ferocity. 

			“Ding, ding, ding, we have a winner.”

			The seasoned NCO was his usual brash self, but he had a way of cutting right to the heart of the matter with little regard for your feelings. These strange beasts looked like the war dogs from the stories of the Ancients. Creatures of myth and legend, but they were real. I don’t know much about the beasts. What I can tell you is that after what happened next, I’d never look at my setter back home the same way again.
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			I might have stayed in that cockpit, mesmerized by the creatures, had Captain Archer’s voice not jolted me into action.

			“This is what we’ve been training for. Let’s set a perimeter while I call in for guidance.”

			Shocked, I crawled back out of the pilot’s compartment and rejoined the company. Virgil was several steps ahead of me.

			The hooahs that followed were half-hearted. Mine wasn’t any better than the rest of the company, barely above a low growl. We were scared, we were sore, and we didn’t know what to expect. 

			Archer called me over, speaking to me over a direct comm channel. “The flight engineer says the shuttle’s dead, but just because it won’t fly again doesn’t mean we can’t use it. Get a tech working on setting it up as a comm relay with the fleet in orbit. I want constant contact. Once that’s working, we assault the objective like the leejes we are.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And I want you to make sure your men are properly set up and ready to KTF.” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			Captain Archer was right, it was time to be leejes for real. It was time to KTF.

			“Let’s go! Let’s go!” I called, hoping to be even half as inspiring as the skipper was. I wasn’t holding my breath. “Specialist Dominguez! Captain needs this shuttle set up as a comm relay with the fleet. Join him back on board. Now.”

			“On it, LT!”

			Freezing cold gusts of wind shot up around me, venturing inside the shuttle, bringing in swirling dustings of snow. Snow—real, white, colder-than-an-aggrieved-point’s-heart snow. Having grown up in the equatorial region of Pictavia, I’d only seen snow in holovids, but seeing it in person grabbed my attention. I wasn’t on Caledonia anymore. Our mission’s plan hadn’t survived entry into the system, let alone contact with the enemy. This sket was real. I took a calming breath and ran out of the damaged bird as the last of my men rolled out. 

			“I’ll set the perimeter, LT,” Santos said. “Don’t forget to coordinate with the old man.”

			The dude was looking out for me. Something was different between us, but I hadn’t figured out what. By the time I did, it didn’t matter anymore. But you know how it is—you compartmentalize things until you can deal with it later. 

			The cold was even more jarring outside the ALTO. The legionnaires without reserve kits must have had better climate controls because they were the only ones who weren’t shaking. Our kit was designed for the extreme heat, and we had landed in the coldest icebox in the galaxy. 

			I never heard the guys curse so much as right then. Some of those words were new to me, and I’d dealt with organized crime families as a restaurateur. The men suggested anatomical acts that I wasn’t even sure were possible. Didn’t even bother looking it up, I was afraid of what I’d find. I focused on setting up a defensive perimeter instead. 

			I ordered Sergeant Dwyer, Corporal Moore, and Sergeant Michael Conn to set up a perimeter on the south side of the ship.

			“On it, Fetch,” Virgil said, speaking for the section.

			They were good guys, any one of them more qualified than I was to be the section commander. But college degrees were king in the classist New Caledonian Reserve Corps. I had the paper, so I wore the shiny yoke of power. It was still so new that it felt strange watching leejes work. Pulling up my HUD overlay, I looked around the area and set the secondary defensive positions. 

			With the instructions forwarded to the section’s NCOs, I bit the bullet and called the Old Man. 

			“Captain Archer, 1st Section is digging in. Well, attempting to. Check your HUD for our positions. We’ve interlocked them with 2nd and 4th Sections.”

			“Good job, Lieutenant. Don’t worry about a secondary position, we’ve got nowhere to go. We hold the line and KTF or we die.”

			“Roger, sir.”

			I hope that he couldn’t hear the fear in my voice. Anyone that says he wasn’t afraid lied to you. Or he wasn’t there. 

			After the landing zone was secured, our HUDs started lighting up. We didn’t have a lot of time to dig in. Threat icons warned us of movement all around us. 

			“What are we seeing?” I asked my squad leaders.

			“Relax, sir,” said Corporal Moore. “If the AI in our suits can’t recognize the source, it isn’t a threat.”

			Dexter Moore had always been a cocky guy, a career corporal convinced that the Legion would fall apart without him as a team leader. He could’ve made sergeant, but he was prone to drunken run-ins with law enforcement. Even in the Reserves, that didn’t fly.

			Santos piped in his opinion. “Classify it as suspicious, LT. If we’re wrong, oh well. If we’re right, we’ve saved lives. I’ll take over for our dead platoon sergeant and coordinate things for the section, sir.”

			He came through for me again. I was glad that the experienced NCO hadn’t been in the company HQ when the ship had been hit. When I’d boarded the shuttle and laid eyes on him, it had been an emotional moment. This wasn’t the last time I’d thanked Oba for that stroke of fortune either.

			With Virgil’s help, we desperately tried to create firing positions. It had worked in training, but the picks and shovels in our pioneer kits didn’t even scratch the surface of Rhyssis Wan’s frozen, rocky terrain. We couldn’t dig in. Things just got a lot more complicated now that we were without defensive positions. The hard, black rocks of the valley where we’d landed just added another wrinkle to our battle plans. 

			“Check the shuttle for cutting torches,” I ordered a private as he futilely bit into the permafreeze. The leej happily jumped up and run for the ship.

			“If you wanted easy, you should’ve joined the Marines!” Top Walden grunted as his second shovel broke on a rock.

			Things went from bad to worse. The valley was acting as a wind tunnel, adding strength to the wind which buffeted the area. We weren’t able to turtle ourselves below the surface in proper fox holes, and the cold was biting. 

			“No torches on board, Lieutenant!” the private responded. 

			“Kneel or go prone!” Walden called.

			First Sergeant Walden was one of the command team who’d transferred from the 71st. He was a hard man, and one whose shiny armor kept him warm. He might’ve been comfortable, but things got even more miserable for the rest of Rage Company. The cold rocky ground leeched any residual warmth from our bodies. We secured our perimeter as best we could, despite the conditions.

			While the four squads in my section knelt, eyes fixed on the blinding snowbanks around us, I went around and checked on the leejes. It was weird, being responsible for so many legionnaires. I still hadn’t processed this promotion, and I was actually hoping I wouldn’t keep it when our reinforcements finally touched down. In an instant, I’d gone from being a sergeant managing a ten-man squad, to an LT serving as the Officer-in-Charge or OIC for four squads. Forty people depending on me not to screw the Drusic. 

			I knew that I couldn’t dwell on the what-ifs, so I tried to force myself to think positively. Stop focusing on all the pressure. Of course we’ll be fine! Keep your chin up. Never mind those flashing HUD warning lights. 

			Negativity wouldn’t help—it might even hurt us since I was already prone to going to the dark places in my mind. I had to think clearly and positively. I needed to fake it until I began believing my own lies.

			“Sir? Any word from the fleet?” Corporal Santos asked me. “I don’t think your kits are gonna be of much use to you just sitting out in the cold, sir.”

			He was right. We needed to at least move enough to get some blood flowing. This was brutal. 

			“Captain Archer,” I called into my comm. “Word on the fleet connection, sir? The men are struggling in this cold and staying still to turn into snowmen isn’t helping.”

			“Negative,” said Archer. “Still trying to get that set up. Having some difficulty with—” 

			The captain’s voice was cut off by something that sounded like… wet fish slapping against the rocks above us. Even above the howl of the wind, there was an audible slapping sound. Like marching, maybe. A lot of boots. 

			“Sounds like company is coming,” warned Santos.

			I looked but couldn’t see them. I strained my eyes to see anything, trying to understand what was happening. The sound had a chilling effect on the men of Rage Company, and the not knowing made it worse. I could almost feel the leejes collectively holding their breath, as they waited for the boogey man to appear. 

			I bellowed orders to my section. “Keep your eyes scanning the horizons but check your blasters before they appear. Don’t let them catch you with your buckets off—your brothers are counting on you!”

			Dark shadows appeared out of the snow. Waves of charkas loomed above us. They were an impressive sight, massive and majestic. Also deadly, very deadly. 

			I remember the picture the intel types had shoved in front of our eyeballs at Camp Lund, during our training on Pictavia. The charkas were sometimes used as mounts for the native Arthava population. These massive four-legged creatures had razor-sharp fangs in a maw as big as their heads. They looked like someone mated a wild boar with a war dog. Even the tiny ones were nearly five feet tall at the shoulder. I remember thinking that the wee beasties made the zhee look cuddly by comparison. Normally I’d respect the sheer splendor of such creatures, but a pack of these wild beasts were charging toward my leejes. 

			“Hold your fire!” I shouted.

			“Wait for it!” My squad leaders seconded my order, relaying to their leejes.

			The charging beasts weren’t close enough that we could hit them with kill shots. Might as well save the energy, use it when it counts. I couldn’t see their eyes yet, which was the mantra the Legion taught us at the designated marksman school. It sounds like they’d be kissin’ close, but with our advanced optics, we could see our enemy out to smack dab in the middle of the effective range of our NM-4 blasters.

			All I could see at that point were swirling blobs of fur, but I couldn’t help but imagine those eyeballs containing a vicious predatory bloodlust. There were waves of the strange creatures flowing out of the hills around us. They charged down the wooded hillside, uprooting some of the smaller trees that were in their way. It was a stampede of snarling predators, and we were the prey.

			Before I had a chance to prompt my section, our pre-deployment training kicked in. The monotonous drills helped us hide our fear. I won’t lie, I was so startled at first that I yelped like a little girl. I guess that’s something I do a lot of. Best just to own it. 

			We’re talking tax day kind of fear. I had to do something, though. Inaction meant death and I had too much to live for. All around me, the leejes of Rage Company fired bolt after bolt from our blasters. It didn’t seem to make a difference. If anything, those volleys seemed to make the charkas only angrier. 

			These things couldn’t have been that strong, could they? Mission intel was clear that a standard blaster shot would have sufficient lethality. But that wasn’t happening.

			Every childhood nightmare and every horror movie I’d ever watched came back to me in that moment. My breath caught in my throat. My palms began to sweat. I wanted to run away. The sound was a terrible screeching, pure terror inducing, like an angry demon trying to break free from the pits of hell. The charka’s bulky mass allowed them to pick up speed as they ran down the mountains, which they used to uproot still more sapling trees from the rocky soil. I began to worry that my section would be overrun.

			It was Corporal Moore who identified the problem. 

			“LR-24, we’re having weapons malfunctions. Only getting half charges from our blasters!” 

			That explained things. I kept my voice as calm as I could make it. “Roger, LR-11, stand your ground. Berserker Squad must hold the line. 3rd Section is sending their crew-served slug throwers over now. LR-24, out.” 

			The rata-tat-tat told me that the weapons had arrived. Slug throwers are old tech, and if it weren’t for the Cally militia being old and outdated, we wouldn’t have had them in the field. But in this case, it ended up being a blessing. Those bullets had no problem punching through the charka’s fur, muscle, and bone. 

			Soon afterward, the red lights on my HUD that signified hostiles began to dim. So far, so good, but I knew we’d be in trouble when they got within reach of us. It was time for us to go.

			“Captain Archer,” I called out. “Sir, we need to forget fleet and reach out to the rest of the battalion. The cold is messing with our blasters. We need to link up with other companies, or we’ll be overrun.” 

			There was no reply, just the dead hum of an unconnected channel. I doubted our comms were jammed—that wasn’t supposed to be possible for L-comm. Maybe it was just the quality of our kits. Maybe the snow… This was craptastic. 

			Either way, the charkas were almost on top of us and all we were doing was giving them a slight burn and bruise with each trigger pull. I screamed the order I’d hoped to never have to use.

			“Fix. Bayonets!”

			Up and down the line there was the distinctive click of the bayonet clinking onto the barrel of their blasters. Our bayonets were largely ceremonial, a cultural thing. The Legion didn’t have them. But with our blasters misfiring, we were desperate. The order came just in time. Seconds after we set the blades onto our weapons, the charkas flooded our perimeter. It was pure chaos. 

			The leejes who first made contact with the animals swung their blades like pros. Thrusting, jabbing, and slashing into the beasties’ flanks like we’d been trained. I saw them from my peripheral vision as I monitored my sector. I trusted my suit’s assisted aiming enough to check on my men. The blades weren’t working. Some of them snapped in two, while other bayonets merely bounced off the animals’ thickly muscled hides.

			Soon the furry monstrosities knocked over leejes, crushing them under their massive weight as they bowled through our lines. Their charge cut through our position with such force that they end up slamming into the rushing onslaught that came at us from the other direction. It bought us the time we needed to regain our footing.

			“Aim for their heads!” I shouted as I stood back up, blaster clutched tightly in my numb fingers. A half charge to the face at this range should still be enough to drop those things.

			Trusting the leejes behind me, I began dragging my section back to our position on the line and focusing our fire. I had an unformed idea tickling my consciousness, but Virgil had none of my hesitation.

			“Buddy teams! Fire in teams of two—you’ll knock out the beasts. KTF!”

			It worked. We began carving out a small section of land that was ours, an island of calm in the swirling seas of charka death. The unified volleys also began to warm up our frozen blasters. Soon our shots were having more of an effect, knocking out the charging animals. I focused on one of the beasts that had circled around our position, gently squeezing my trigger. A caress really, a lover’s touch that unleashed my fury on the closest target. 

			Focus pressed against my chest like a cold weight. I forgot about the battle around me. I concentrated on the group of large furry beasts only feet away. I sighted, fired, and sighted again. Shifting my aim, I stared into the mouth of the nearest Cerberus. Froth drooled from the animal’s gaping maw, flinging from side to side as it shook its head and roared. When the thing snarled, it was like Hell had unleashed its hounds after us.

			I’m telling you, these beasts were the stuff of nightmares, and we had to stand toe-to-toe with them on their home turf. I see them still, every night in my sleep. Every morning I wake up in a cold sweat, some part of me afraid that the things are near. Kind of nuts. All the stuff that happened over there and this is what gives me bad dreams.

			A charka charged at me and I was terrified, but the repetitive buurt sound of crew-served slug throwers strengthened my nerve. I stood up, aimed my blaster and fired several bolts in rapid succession. Just hoping that maybe the weapon would continue to overcome the cold and do some damage.

			I couldn’t tell if I landed any critical hits, but I kept pouring shots downrange anyway. It became reflexive—aim, sight, gently squeeze the trigger. It surprised me how quickly the charge pack on my blaster died, but I swapped it out and engaged the target.

			I didn’t get the chance to fire again, as the pouncing charka was practically on top of me now. This one was even larger than I’d thought, easily as tall as the average Caledonian horse. Up that close against something so big, my bayonet seemed laughably pathetic. Thank Oba our blasters are holding the line for us. 

			It swiped at me with its massive paw, intent on removing my head from my shoulders. I ducked and juked right, only to be slammed back by another beast. Stumbling, I fired a few shots at point-blank range. 

			I backpedaled until slamming into something solid, knocking my head before slumping to the ground. It was the ALTO; I’d hit the shuttle. I gasped from the pain. The bird had stopped me from careening farther from the protection of Rage Company’s formation, but it hurt like hell. Not as bad as what Santos had managed with all those squats, but a close second.

			I stood, struggling to shake off the floating pinpricks of light. I couldn’t hear anything, just the ringing in my ears. A small voice inside of me said that I had to get back into the fight. Squatting, I grabbed the blaster lying near where I’d landed and fired at the furry charka. I got lucky, hitting one in the eye. I watched in satisfaction as the wounded animal panicked, plowing through the ranks of its horde mates. Soon several more charka were turning on each other, snarling and biting each other. 

			I couldn’t dwell on the small victory, not when a battle raged on and my men needed me. I steadily advanced forward, encouraging my section while firing bolts. Soon I was among my section, directing their positions and interlocking their fields of fire. We’d managed to re-form a firing line and force the charging animals back. They still circled us, but they weren’t in our ranks anymore. We fired recklessly, hurling our war cries into the mass of teeth, claws, and mangy fur assaulting our formation. We were entranced, lost in the fight.

			While many of my section were swapping out batteries, the next wave of charka rushed straight at us. They were fast, and our frozen gloved fingers struggled to slot new packs into the battery well of the blaster carbines. But by now our rifles were charged and operating properly. Maybe those first packs were bad, but the beasts were getting mowed down much quicker, with only a few of the strongest getting close to our lines before dropping under the convergence of leej fire. 

			Of course, with my luck, a big one barreled right through and toward me as I struggled to swap out packs. I tried to back up and tripped over something. 

			A leej, it was a dead leej. I could feel the solid ceramic polymers of his LARK as I tumbled over his corpse—a corpse that had once been my friend and neighbor. 

			“Damn it!”

			I roared my frustration into my bucket. Flat on my back, I stared up at the razor-sharp canines of the charka about to kill me. All I could do was pray that my end would be quick. 

			Then the creature’s head exploded. 

			I’m not going to die, I thought I as I wiped the blood and brain matter from my visor. Those beasts smelled even more disgusting once their insides were on the outside, but I would happily have smelled that to avoid being eaten by one.

			I’m not sure how long I lay under the beast, pinned to the ground by the massive weight laying across my legs, relieved to be alive. I could hear the blaster fire pitch and then slowly subside until the battlefield was quiet. 

			Someone shoved the charka corpse off me. Looking up, I saw a set of shiny armor leaning in toward me.

			“Come on, sir, upsy-daisy.”

			It was Santos offering me his hand, grunting as he pulled me to my feet. I was sore, but very much alive.

			“Switch to your sidearm, sir,” he said once I’d regained my feet. “If your blaster is knocked from your fingers, or you can’t change packs quickly enough, switch to your pistol. And drop your bayonets. Most of those krankers broke the first time we tried using ’em. Defective gear is dead weight, we can’t afford to carry it around.”

			With that, Santos took off. Looking around, I saw way too many leejes milling around aimlessly. Inspecting the dead monsters up close or watching as medics tended to the wounded. I was seeing more men than there were in Rage Company. Where had they come from? I needed information, so I tried to the company L-comms again. Got nothing. Frustrated, I slapped the side of my bucket where the comms relay was housed. That worked, I could hear the comms again.

			“LR-01, my comms were damaged. LR-24 requesting an update, how copy?”

			No response.

			“Any 9th Legion element, this is LR-24, Rage Company. Request immediate reinforcements.”

			This got someone’s attention. “LR-01, Dragon Company. En route to your location.”

			“More charkas!” yelled a leej from the line.

			I didn’t respond right away, firing into a cluster of charkas trying to push through our lines. I was having serious doubts about how long we could do this if more waves of this pack kept coming. They didn’t seem like quitters. Some creatures just live to fight.

			“Oh, sket!” someone else called out. “This looks like all of ’em!”

			“You better push the throttles or there won’t be anyone left,” I managed. “LR-24, out.”

			It was abrupt, but manners go out the windows when you’re being tackled by the furry fiends of destruction. I tried to find my leejes. It wasn’t possible. The entire company was intermixed, our lines broken with legionnaires fighting in desperate pockets, doing everything they could to keep the charkas back. 

			We had to re-form the lines, to push them back.

			“Rage Company… gun run… I say again, pull back to your ALTO. Keep up your fire and make sure those things say out in the open.” 

			The voice was abrupt. The message was interrupted by static, but the intent was clear. I began grabbing every leej near me, dragging them back toward the shuttle. I fired my blaster, not caring if I killed the charkas around us. I just needed to buy time, keep them back and get my men out of the line of fire. 

			“Santos, pull the men back!”

			More and more legionnaires clustered around our damaged shuttle. If this didn’t work, this would be our last day. When everyone I could see had pulled back, I radioed the pilot.

			“We’re clear! Rage Company is clear!”

			Buurt. Buuurt. 

			The pilot didn’t answer, but the chatter of his blaster cannon tearing into the clustered charka was the only response I needed. Men cheered, but none of them stopped firing. 

			The unknown pilot put his buzz ship’s guns to good use, mowing down hundreds of the beasts and halting the momentum of the stampede. Our blasters took two shots to kill the monstrous charka—if we were lucky, at close range, and aiming on point—but a buzz ship’s guns are significantly more powerful. The stampeding beasts were slaughtered, and our perimeter expanded. It was over pretty quickly after that.

			With the situation stabilized, another ALTO set down near our landing zone. 

			“Sergeant Dwyer, organize our section. I’m gonna find Captain Archer.”

			I didn’t have to wait for an answer, Virgil was already getting the situation in hand. Pulling up my HUD, I marked Captain Archer as the objective and started the methodical hunt. I found him inside our damaged shuttle, checking on the wounded. I called out to him over the L-comm, but the Old Man didn’t respond.

			That’s when I realized his comms had been damaged as well. He was gesticulating but no sound came through. With some of the charka still showing signs of life, I couldn’t let him finish taking off his bucket.

			I slapped the side of Captain Archer’s helmet, trying to jar it into working. 

			“Sorry, sir,” I said. “That worked for me, though.”

			Archer nodded and I could hear his voice. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”

			I listened in as he repeated our sit-rep to the Dragon Company commander. We’d almost been overrun, but our sister company had reinforced us in the nick of time. During our initial landing, our battalion shuttles had tried to stay close enough that we could link up, but it hadn’t worked. Only Dragon Company, 1st Batt, had succeeded in the unified battalion landing. Dragon Company’s ALTO was still operational, and its crew uninjured. They’d risked anti-air guns and taken to the skies, saving us all. 

			“LR-01, will the shuttle begin ferrying us over the mountain to rejoin our boys?” I asked when the update was done.

			“Negative, LR-24,” Captain Archer replied. “Our orders are to secure the city of Kusiba. It’s believed to be loyal to the Repub. We’re to protect them at all costs.” 

			“But there’s only three hundred of us for a city of two million!” exclaimed Corporal Moore.

			“Radio discipline, LR-11,” I ground out over the comms channel.

			I understood his frustration, though. I’d been thrilled when I’d heard that the rest of the 9th Legion was on the other side of the mountains. After a quick shuttle ride to join them, we could have been back with our brothers. It gave me a brief feeling of safety and well-being. But instead of enjoying the safety of numbers, we were being sent back out into the wilds. The Repub had done us dirty again. They were sending us to die. A much larger occupying force could have secured a city like Kusiba, but a mere company like ours? We’d be squashed like sin-ticks. I understood the logic behind it, but I was pissed. We all were. Leejes cursing as word spread. Someone needed to stop the toxic negativity from infecting the ranks.

			“Stow that garbage, Rage Company!” I growled into the L-comms. “This is why they sent the 9th Legion. KTF! For Cally!”
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			“Medic!”

			The screams echoed up and down the perimeter. Getting out of the valley was gonna take time. We had to treat our wounded and handle the remains of our dead leej brothers. 

			“Ocampo, send over anyone with medical training,” Captain Archer said. “And process the field, the other sections will handle the defensive perimeter.”

			The captain was picking up the balls I kept dropping. We lucked out with him; made me wonder if he was a point after all. I came alongside Virgil.

			“Dwyer, let Sergeant Moore manage 1st Section and come with me,” I told him. “Doc Tran needs your help. Take anyone who’s got the requisite skills.”

			While Moore started organizing our improvised fortifications, piling up the bodies of the dead charka that littered Landing Zone Echo, I followed Virgil over to the medical collection point. 

			Big mistake. Some things can’t be unseen. 

			“Make it stop!” screamed PFC Allan Valdes. 

			He was a private from my section, though not from Berserker Squad. I didn’t know much about him, but with his bucket off he looked so young. I couldn’t even see a hint of facial hair. By Oba, now I was going to have to write his folks.

			Doc Tran was working on him, but quickly. It was evident he was doing what he could to help the kid’s pain go away until what came next arrived. 

			“It hurts!”

			 “Shhh, it’s gonna be okay, Leej. It’ll stop hurting soon,” soothed Doc Tran.

			Everyone could see what the Doc wasn’t saying, that Valdes was not long for this world. His guts were hanging out, his legs had been chewed off, and one of his arms was bent at an unnatural angle. Without a hospital, one of those real top-of-the-line Repub versions, there was no way to save him. And he wasn’t my only loss from that first engagement, not by a long shot.

			Walking around the wounded, I saw one of the corporals from Berserker Squad. Cole Trueblood was one of those strong, silent types. Even after several years serving beside him, I still barely knew him. Now I never would. He lay there with a sucking chest wound, his chest crushed under those devilishly massive paws. Another leej whom the House sentenced to die. 

			Thinking my men would need the encouragement of seeing their lieutenant’s face, I took my bucket off. Instant regrets. The coppery smell of human blood assaulted my nostrils, and I heaved. The pungently acidic nature of the smells wafting across the frozen field from the dead charka made me lose what little was left in my stomach. I don’t know if it was the banging my brain pan took, or the stress of my first combat engagement, but it was too intense. I had to put my helmet back on. I’d wanted to show my face, my humanity, to my men when they needed that little gesture the most. But I couldn’t. I failed those legionnaires.

			It still kills me inside, even after everything that happened on Rhyssis Wan. But I couldn’t take it anymore. I should’ve offered them aid and comfort as they prepared to meet Oba, but I just didn’t have it in me. Not that day, after so many had already died. I was at the halfway point, straddling the line between human and warrior. Between Caledonian subject and leej. It was a difficult transition, feeling everything and nothing. I felt too much… and yet, I didn’t feel enough. I couldn’t be there for my men at the end.

			I left Virgil to supervise my living leejes as we prepared to depart LZ Echo. When I returned, Moore had finished pushing the carcasses of those foul beasties into an impromptu barricade. With our defense handled, I began the grisly task of processing the recently departed. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with them. Leaving them unburied was out of the question; they’d earned our respect and their final interment. I felt we had to make time to send them into Oba’s welcoming arms, though burying them wasn’t a viable option. 

			“What do you want us to do?” Sergeant Moore asked, as the last of Rage Company’s dead were piled up.

			“The ground’s way too hard to dig graves,” I replied, my hushed voice only audible because of my bucket. “We pile them together and cover them with rocks.”

			“What good will that do? Scavengers can still get the bodies.”

			I wanted to scream at the injustices of the situation, but Sergeant Moore didn’t deserve that abuse. He was just doing his job and doing it well, despite everything. No, he deserved a real leej officer and instead he was stuck with me.

			“We hope their LARKs, and the rocks, keep the scavengers at bay until the fighting’s done and a cleanup team can do these men right. Yeah, it’s a ceremonial gesture, but it’s the best we can do for now.”

			It went unsaid that the Field of the Fallen, the veterans’ cemetery on Pictavia, would have to add another plot after this battle. Once the Savage War had ended, it had become a mostly unused war memorial. Sure, we buried our native sons and daughters who went away to serve, but those were relatively few and far between. Because of that, those hallowed grounds became a place that politicians only seem to remember on Veterans Day or at election time. 

			I couldn’t let that happen to these leejes.

			Standing there over that first batch of bodies, I made a solemn promise to bring them home. Our fallen sons deserved all that and more. Until then, we protected their bodies as best we could and marked the spot on our maps. Kneeling next to the rocky mound, I placed an emergency transponder beacon into the pile and covered it with a rock so it wouldn’t roll away. Moore had set the device to activate in forty-eight hours. We’d be victorious or dead by then, so giving away the site’s location wouldn’t comprise us.

			A flight engineer stumbled over and placed his hand on my shoulder. “We won’t totally abandon our fallen to the ravages of Rhyssis Wan’s weather, legionnaire. We’re leaving the damaged ALTO to guard them. The old girl still has some spunk left in her, sir.”

			“What’s your name, spacer?”

			“Petty Officer Taylor, I was the crew chief until yesterday, sir. Before… everything. I set the shuttle’s auto-cannons to defense mode. It’ll gun down anything getting too close to the graves.”

			I gave Taylor a suspicious look, though he couldn’t tell from beneath my helmet. “Why didn’t you use those in the fight?”

			“I tried, sir. They were taken out in the crash. Just finished repairing the guns a minute ago. But since we can’t save the shuttle, I figured at least we can protect our fallen.”

			“Ours?” I growled.

			I shouldn’t have snapped at him. He was a member of the naval militia, a part of the Caledonian Reserve Corps. He’d earned the right to be there, but I was protective of my leejes. 

			“Caledonia’s, sir,” Petty Officer Taylor replied, showing a resolve and respect that made me flush inwardly with shame. “We’ll protect their remains until the ship runs out of power. Or is destroyed by the enemy. I’ve tweaked the shuttle’s core programming, sir. It’ll attack charkas on sight. I can send the specs to your HUD, sir.”

			I could only grunt in reply, I didn’t have it in me for words. I was too busy trying not to cry. Looking over his changes, I saw that he’d added the charkas to the automatic threat status. If the shuttle ever managed to upload the new program into the navy’s data network… it’d get pretty interesting for the planet’s ecological makeup.

			“Make it so,” I finally managed. “Make sure the bird’s ready by the time we’re ready to leave.”

			“Sir, I’ve already done that. I need help stripping the ALTO of everything useful. We need to load it into Dragon Company’s shuttle.”

			Nodding, I looked for Corporal Santos. He was beside me, right where he needed to be when I needed him. It was uncanny, but I wasn’t going to complain.

			“Santos, organize a detail to salvage anything we can from our shuttle.”

			“Already on it, sir.” 

			With all our assigned tasks handled, I began checking on our situation. After I scanned the status reports on my HUD, I realized we weren’t as poorly situated as I’d feared. If we could take out the local orbital defense guns, we’d have proper air support from those ALTOs capable of taking off, not to mention the slow but powerful buzz ships. The only wrinkle in our good fortune was how we would handle our walking wounded. In the mountainous terrain, we couldn’t afford to use manpower to carry them.

			Toggling the lever near my mouth, I switched through to the unit rosters for Rage Company. We’d lost thirty-four leejes from Rage and Dragon Companies. They’d survived the contested landing, only to be killed by a gargantuan pack of wild animals. Our first assault and we had at least twenty so badly wounded that they should’ve been sidelined. None of them were willing to stay with the shuttle.

			Swiping through the map overlay on my HUD, I saw how complicated our situation truly was. Our trip into Kusiba went straight up steep and craggy inclines. We couldn’t trust the roads; if the enemy were expecting us, they’d have ambushes and booby traps. 

			I saw Virgil returning from his duties with medical triage.

			Pulling him aside, I asked, “Sergeant Dwyer, if you were the cultists, how would you defend this area?”

			The grizzled sergeant didn’t miss a beat. “Given the time to adequately prepare… and they had it… I’d leave so many anti-personnel mines on the local roads they’d shake the entire mountain when they went off. Really make the attacking forces feel the love.”

			“That’s what I was afraid of,” I said, trying to show more confidence than I felt.

			We were in a time crunch, with very few viable routes to our objective. Every rolled ankle meant we went slower than before, and time was of the essence. It felt odd, assuming so much authority, but we needed every leej operating on all cylinders and the captain was too focused on the larger objective to remember the troops. He was trusting his subordinate leaders to handle that for him.

			Me, he was trusting me to look out for the leejes of Caledonia.

			 “Rage Company, lighten the loads of the wounded. We need every leej on their game, so spread the gear around. Make it happen.”

			While Rage Company passed the kit around, my HUD started flashed with a private L-comm request from Captain Archer. 

			“What then, Lieutenant?” asked Dwyer.

			“Once we’re light enough on our feet, we’re taking a climb. The hard way. The Legion way.”

			“Ooah,” said Dwyer before moving to oversee my orders.

			I keyed for Captain Archer. “LR-01, we’ve established the defensive perimeter and we’re making preparation to climb. Our analysis suggests that we need to avoid the main roads.”

			“Well done, Ocampo,” he said. “I needed my officers to step up, and you didn’t let me down. I won’t forget that.”

			Maybe he wasn’t a point after all.

			Feeling like my favorite teacher had just praised my work, I went to check on my leejes with more pep in my step than had been there since this whole fiasco began. They were checking charge packs and making sure their gear was on securely. Most of them were staging with their sergeants.

			I stopped by each NCO and gave them the same message. “Nobody comes up unless you’re sure they can make it the whole way. Legionnaire pride isn’t going to slow us down and we don’t have the manpower to carry anybody we don’t have to. It’s all KTF from here on out.”

			I saw that a few of the leejes were taking this opportunity to eat some rations. After a fight like that, I didn’t blame them. I was feeling ravenous myself, but work needed to come first. The sight of those legionnaires blowing steam out of self-cooking ration packs made me think of what else a few of my reservists might be doing in their downtime. “Santos, check on Private Schultz. He tends to hide hooch on him, and I need him sober for the first time in his life.”

			Laughing, Santos responded affirmatively. It had to suck to be that kid; this was the worst day in the history of history to have to sober up. With that off my list of things to worry about, I checked on the other squads in my section. I hoped that the other LTs were doing the same. 

			“Listen up,” Captain Archer said over the command L-comm channel, “we need to un-ass this LZ. I want your leejes ready to step off in ten, LR-01 out.”

			That time flew by. Officers and NCOs scrambled to ensure we’d forgotten nothing. Corporals checked the site for anything that could be salvaged. 

			And then Archer gave the final command to move out, ending our respite. Now we were about to more deeply appreciate the leej mantra. Kill them first. 

			The U-shaped valley we’d landed in was between two of the largest mountains in the entire Bevak Mountain Range. Whatever glacial hell that formed this geographic monstrosity had created some of the steepest terrain I’d ever seen. The glare of the snow taunted us with its cheery brightness. 

			Onward we marched, scrambling up the steep incline. We tried in vain to maintain tactical formations, but often the trails were only passable by single files of troops. Fortunately, a few of our leejes had brought along personal camera drones. We were able to send those ahead of us to scout the terrain. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing. 

			“Sir, there’s an enemy pillbox ahead,” Private Olvera informed me. “Got it on drone feed.”

			That surprised me—not that there was an enemy pillbox, I’d expected that, but that Olvera had been the one to spot it. So far, that pretty boy had yet to impress me. He had been skittish in the fight, and loved primping in front of a camera.

			“Show me.”

			That pillbox had to be dealt with. Looking at the footage, I saw the Arthava for the first time. They were dirty, stinking pack animals that looked like someone had taken a hyena from our plains and stood it on two legs. Only they were meaner and a whole lot bigger. Easily taller than the average human by more than a foot. Like maybe they were an evolved version of the charkas. I don’t know. Rumor had it they could rip a man in half with their bare hands, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. What really worried me about the Arthava reports was the tiny notation that the population liked to play with blasters for fun. That seemed like a bigger threat to our safety.

			I forwarded the threat alert to Captain Archer.

			 “Lieutenant Ocampo, lead a small strike team to eliminate that target. LR-01, out.”

			Archer could’ve asked any officer in the two companies under his command. Captain Archer ordered me instead. Guess that’s fair since it was my team who spotted it. I momentarily froze at the order, but my NCOs had my back again.

			“I’ll take care of it, sir,” Dwyer offered.

			I shook my head. “Negative, we need you leading this soup sandwich. I’ve got this, Sergeant.”

			“Follow me, sir,” said Santos, already stalking toward the objective. “And try not to step on my toes.”

			Santos. For as rocky as things started off, he seemed like everything you’d want in a leej. 

			Some of what happed next ended up on the news vids taken from the drone footage. Maybe they were inadvertently leaked, maybe the recordings of the engagement were sent to the public on purpose. But what the public got was a messy affair. It always is when you KTF.

			I advanced forward, stalking our new prey.

			“Just provide overwatch, sir,” Santos said. “I’ll take Maas forward and silence those braying kelhorns.”

			The enhanced optics on my HUD gave me a front row seat, despite Santos moving on ahead. The pillbox was situated so as to look over the road we’d opted not to take—right at a bending switchback, meaning any column traveling up the road would be zeroed in right when they were doubled up and snaking around the curve. Wouldn’t have been pretty.

			Santos crept past scrubby trees and disappeared behind snow-capped stones as he moved toward the duracrete structure dug into rock, just a slight dome dusted with snow extending above the ground with a few slits where the heavy weapons inside could fire from. 

			I saw a hatch swing open, and then one of the Arthava climbed out of the pillbox and stretched, its breath sending up hot clouds of vapor into the chill air.

			“Santos,” I called, lining the sentry up in my rifle’s reticules, “one of them is topside.”

			“I see it. Another one is following.”

			A moment later I saw the second. It moved in the opposite direction as us and found a tree to relieve itself against.

			“Making my move,” Santos said.

			When it came to a knife work, Santos was an artist. The Arthava sentries never saw him coming. They never had a hint that they’d been flanked until his vibro-blade sliced their jugulars. Do hyenas even have those? I guess I could’ve asked them, but they’d lost their heads in the excitement of meeting a real-life leej. 

			He moved quickly from one Arthava to the next, sprinkling the white ground with each creature’s blood. He then crept to the pillbox, fragger in hand, and gave a cursory look inside.

			“Looks like it was just the two, Lieutenant.”

			“All right. Check them for any intel we can use.” 

			“Already on it, sir.” 

			Santos disappeared into the pillbox but returned a few seconds later. “Just a high-cycle blaster cannon and a charge battery.”

			By then I had reached the location and began to check the dead bodies. I found a couple of datapads but after a couple of tries couldn’t unlock the pass codes so I stowed them in my tactical ruck for intel to take a look at later.

			I called back a status report to Captain Archer. “Enemy pillbox neutralized, sir. No sign of further hostiles.”

			“Nice work, Lieutenant. Re-form and march. Kusiba is still a good march from here.”

			It took us several hours to get within visual range of Kusiba. The intel we’d received on the place didn’t do the city justice. It was gorgeous—a modern enclave built over a rocky plateau. The designers clearly placed an emphasis on embracing the surrounding natural beauty. The buildings blended in with the slate gray rock of the local mountains, and didn’t have reflective windows that are popular elsewhere in the Republic. The layer of snow powdering everything added a peaceful, serene look.

			Designed to mimic the environment’s rocky terrain, the rectangular buildings rose several hundred stories tall, allowing the densely populated city to have a smaller footprint. The city took up several square miles, but there were still only a couple hundred thousand buildings. And all of that was supposed to be secured by three hundred legionnaires.

			“Are you seeing this, sir?” I asked the captain.

			“Affirmative, LR-24.”

			I blinked in surprise. “Sir, how will three hundred leejes secure such a massive city?”

			“One foot at a time, Ocampo. One foot at a time.”

			One foot at a time? What did that even mean? There was no way we could capture so much territory with so few personnel. Let alone occupy and secure it. I didn’t know what to say, but I didn’t want to look like a fool, so I shut my mouth. Instead, I focused on the footage from the drones. 

			There should’ve been more movement and activity in the city. Local citizens should have been going about their afternoon routines. Instead, there was stillness. Nobody was doing business, or walking the streets. And yeah, it was cold and mountainous—winter—but the Arthava were used to that. They were staying hidden for a reason. The only thing we did see were more of those stinking charkas running around. A few of them with saddles. They were sort of stalking the streets like a pack of feral dogs, looking for trouble. It dawned on me how tough the Arthava must be to deal with another high-level predator the way humans treat stray mutts. 

			I knew that the indigenous Arthava had domesticated the foul beasts; they’d taught us that in our cultural sensitivity training. Supposedly the housebroken charka were tame. Supposedly. I’d been around enough guard dogs in my life to know how they’d treat us. No matter how friendly the tame ones were, we’d still be strangers in their territory. It wouldn’t make a difference how gentle the charka were when they bit the limbs off of my troops. Or when they crushed the boys under their massive girth.

			“LR-11,” I ordered Corporal Moore, “send your drone in closer, it’s worth the risk.”

			”Copy. I’m having trouble getting these things to uplink with your HUD, so if there’s anything you wanna see, you’re gonna have to come on over and view it on my control screen.”

			I moved to do just that, but Captain Archer took my attention.

			“Lieutenant Ocampo, I need a timetable on when you’re set to move First Team into the city.”

			“Copy LR-01,” I said, looking over to see Virgil set up his fireteam in a perimeter and feeling like I had too much to do at one time. “We’re going to need some time to fully scout something this big.”

			“Affirmative.” Captain Archer next ordered the two companies to halt. The men needed to rest, and Moore needed extra time to direct the drones deeper into Kusiba. As his section leader, it was my job to supervise him. No rest for the wicked, or so I’ve heard countless officers tell me. 

			I peered over Moore’s shoulder since that was my only option. All up close and personal.

			“You don’t have to breathe down my neck, Fetch,” Moore said, exasperated. 

			“That’s lieutenant now, Corporal.” 

			It was weird, correcting him. It hadn’t been very long since we’d all been corporals together.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Lieutenant Ocampo,” I heard Virgil say. “Sir, you should have authorization now to patch Moore’s HUD feed into your own visor and see whatever he’s looking at.” 

			“Roger, thanks,” I responded curtly.

			I was authorized extra features, I belatedly remembered. I quickly toggled the officers’ option screen from the command interface. I found the ones I needed, and my HUD blacked out before displaying Moore’s bucket, my HUD’s display miniaturized in a small box in the corner so I wasn’t completely blind. 

			Moore looked around, his small fleet of drones skimming the streets inside the city. The roads were abandoned, devoid of life, except the occasional charka prowling the area. So that was something, even if it wasn’t good. Because it meant these weren’t mere strays like I first supposed, but guarding charkas on patrol.

			 Seeing a minor metropolitan city abandoned in that way was like being on the set of one of those slasher horror holos I peeked at as a kid. 

			“Captain Archer,” I called over comm. “I’m not seeing any obvious threats. Streets are empty except for some of those charkas. Sending a holo for your review.” 

			“Copy. What’s your assessment, Lieutenant?”

			“Place looks abandoned, sir. Maybe the city has a fallout system or subterranean bunker left over from the Savage Wars. Locals do not appear aware of our presence, so I advise we move in fast and hard. Over.”

			I was confident that the commander would take my advice on this one. We were in range of any sensors that the Arthava might have. If we were going to stand any chance of living through this ordeal, speed would trump stealth. The longer we were stationary, staring at our HUD screens, the higher the risk of discovery. And with our drones flying around, we weren’t likely to remain hidden for too long. 

			I stood beside Moore, still patched into his HUD as his drone swooped in for a closer view of the city streets. He had groups of drones flying at various heights so he could analyze the roads, roofs, and other points of interest. It was daunting, managing several camera angles at once, but we didn’t have the luxury of searching the city any other way. 

			After clearing the roofs of activity, we searched the parks and temples. 

			Nothing.

			Just stillness and silence. Moore then focused his drones on the ground level, searching the roads. The drones skimmed up against the buildings, exploring the city at dizzying speeds. I saw strange writing illuminated against the exterior of the buildings, some sort of projected advertising system. The same messages were on multiple holo posters and billboards, all positioned so they would only be seen from inside the city. Even the holo street signs near the roads had switched to the same message. Our HUDs translated the posters to Repub Standard. It was pro-Repub propaganda. All of it. 

			Communal Liberty Day is for everyBEING.

			Kusiba is Republic Strong.

			Or there’d be a picture of a Unity Day parade on Utopion where all the marchers were waving Kusiba’s flag.

			It confirmed the friendly status we’d been given, but it didn’t explain the silence.

			We’d just finished our reconnaissance when Captain Archer approached on foot. Moore and I were still occupied, reviewing the drone footage while the company rested. When the captain tapped me on the shoulder, I almost jumped out of my skin. 

			“LR-24, the drones have taken us as far as they can,” Archer said. “We need more intel, and the only way to get it is with boots on the ground. Your section has point. Move out in five mikes.”

			“I smell a trap, sir,” I said. “I feel we should go in force or take our time on this one—”

			“Negative, LR-24. Move out at the best possible speed.” 

			The captain’s grim voice brooked no argument. I hadn’t heard him use this tone before, but there was no doubt about it: his decision was final.

			We were moving out.
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			“No time for stealth,” I told my section. “Captain Archer wants us in and reporting back at fastest possible speed. We’ll double-time it into Kusiba for a sneak and peek.” 

			I observed the city in front of me as we started jogging in. Kusiba was the first alien metropolis I’d ever visited, and it certainly looked alien. It’d been built intentionally and lacked the urban sprawl I expected from major population centers. The city’s footprint was neat; the lines demarcating the city from the wilderness were crisp. 

			“This city has no soul,” said PFC Padagas over the L-comm.

			“Stow it,” growled Sergeant Dwyer, Chaos Squad’s grizzled NCO. “Or you’ll wish you’d have let that judge send you to jail.”

			Padagas had chosen service in the New Caledonian Reserve Corps over prison for slicing into the Royal Bank of Pictavia. He’d taken his share of abuse from the chain of command since joining Rage Company, getting picked for every crap detail and working party. Sergeant Dwyer took it as a personal offense that someone he viewed as inherently dishonorable had joined the Legion he loved—even if it was just a reserve.

			But I had to agree with the code slicer. The city lacked a soul. Critically eying the empty streets, I couldn’t help but notice that the downside of the city’s layout was the inability to expand as the town grew. Maybe architectural engineers could find a solution, but it was beyond me. The buildings were large, slate-gray affairs, and taller than I could see from this close. The briefings said each building was over three hundred stories tall, but I suspected that was a propaganda-driven overestimation. 

			After a few minutes of running, we made it to the outer edge of the city. I kept expecting to see signs of life springing out to surprise us, but we found nothing. There was no civilian traffic, no movement save for the occasional listless charka. The beasts were behaving much differently from the wild ones we’d encountered near our landing site.

			“Keep an eye on your blasters,” I told my section. “I want a double-tap headshot on any charka that gets close.”

			My enthusiasm was met by laughter from Virgil. I chose to ignore it as my section moved through the roads leading into the city. I was watchful and wary. It was quiet, all too quiet, for a city of two million people. No vehicles moved. Every shop was shut up and dark. The city looked like it’d been abandoned during the night while everyone slept. 

			“Find me a terminal—I’ll find out where the hyenas went,” Padagas volunteered through a private L-comm message.

			“Chain of command, use it,” I growled back, projecting an anger I didn’t feel at the moment. We were all on edge, still expecting a trap. 

			I halted our column when we hit the outskirts of the city. The silence weighed down on us, stoking our fears. 

			I rounded a corner and unexpectedly came face-to-face with a scrawny charka.

			“Oba!” I shrieked and yanked up my blaster.

			Before I could put it down, a hand dragged me back around the corner and Santos fired several shots into the throat of the equally startled beast. Its dying cries echoed down the street.

			I was just glad that our buckets allowed us to scream without the world hearing us. We could scream our rage or fear, and do so in the privacy of our fully enclosed helmets. It helped create the illusion of the legionnaire as an unstoppable killing machine, emotionless and ruthless. It also allowed me to pretend I hadn’t just screamed like a girl. Again.

			“Thanks, Santos.”

			“Any time, LT,” he replied, sounding almost cheerful that we were on our own in enemy territory.

			I called a halt, letting my section rest while I studied the map on my HUD overlay. The empty city felt spooky. Almost haunted. We strained our ears as we rested but heard nothing. Eventually the stillness was broken by the growl of another roaming charka, cautiously venturing closer to my formation.

			“If they get close, kill them,” I reminded my team. “Unleash Oba’s righteous fury upon them!” Those infernal beasts had killed enough leejes for one day.

			But the growls stayed distant. We moved farther down the cavernous streets of Kusiba City. Had the city been abandoned en masse? It wasn’t unheard of for such a thing to happen, everyone just picking up and moving. But often the reason was clear—religious wars, political coups, and terroristic attacks were hard to hide. All we had to go on was the sound of silence broken by the occasional growl of wildlife.

			“Virgil, something isn’t right.” I gripped my blaster as the men fanned out in tactical formation down the street. “We haven’t received any real-time intel since we walked into this city. Nothing from either of the two companies we left back at the rally point.”

			“Things always go to pot in a real engagement, sir. Nothing we can’t handle.”

			His answer was everything I would expect from a seasoned veteran, but it didn’t soothe my concerns. As a corporal I’d given similar pep talks to new point lieutenants while putting down the food riots. I knew the score, but in the end something wasn’t right. I just didn’t know what to do about it. 

			I guess it didn’t really matter, because we had our orders.

			I kept my suspicions to myself after that, but the whole situation had me concerned. We hadn’t received any real-time intelligence for what was happening in Kusiba City. Even worse, this was an ad hoc mission. Impromptu assaults were the most dangerous, but such is the life of the legionnaire. Do the mission. And our intelligence officers had insisted that the loyalists would be here. 

			Silence was all we found. It was chilling—it felt wrong. 

			And all that pro-Repub propaganda? That seemed like it was laid out pretty thickly, even for the House of Reason. Again, why? 

			Sergeant Dwyer snapped me out of my thoughts. “What’s it gonna be, sir?” 

			Evidently Virgil hadn’t forgotten the mission, either, so I gave the order to resume the patrol.

			“Time to get back to it, Leejes. Push into the government sector, keep up the sneak and peek.”

			“’Cept they know we’re here,” quipped Padagas.

			 We moved without much more talking and still didn’t see anyone. Finally, all that silence got to me. I felt like we were making a mistake pressing on like this and wanted to evaluate what our sensors had picked up so far.

			“Listen up, 1st Section.” I pulled up the map overlay on the inside of my bucket, marking a waypoint in the alleyway ahead of us. “Rally point marked on your HUD. We’re going firm while I review the data we’ve collected.”

			“You heard the LT,” Sergeant Dwyer echoed. “Security halt at the designated spot.” Then, turning to me, “Good call, sir. The alley’s natural chokepoints mean we only gotta defend two directions if we’re attacked. It’ll cost the enemy greatly. KTF.”

			I wanted to ask “what enemy?” but I’d come to the same conclusion. It was nice to hear the gray beard affirm my decision. 

			When I got into the alley, I saw about what I’d expected: Heaps of trash piled up against the wall. But none of it was fresh. A light dusting of snow coated the refuse, adding to the ghost town vibe. And I could see it affecting my section. Their buckets hid their faces, but they clutched their blasters and nervously fidgeted as they stood watch. 

			Looking around the alley, I saw something out of place. A door had been left ajar. We now had access into one of the buildings without needing to break in; I knew we needed to investigate.

			“We’re going to have to search a few of these buildings,” I sent to the squad leaders. “Might as well start with this one since they were so kind as to leave it open for us.” 

			“How hard are we looking, sir?” asked Sergeant Conn.

			I always liked Michael. The sergeant had a bit of a wee man syndrome, but he was always fun at the yearly company parties. He was a blunt man, one who could’ve advanced further than squad leader if he was ever sober long enough.

			“Obviously, it’s gonna be a cursory look,” I replied. “There just aren’t enough of us for more than that. We’d be here for days if we tried to clear the city properly. I’m updating the section L-comm, then you’ll have your orders. We move out in ten mikes. Get your men to check their gear and hydrate.”

			That seemed to appease my squad leaders. It gave me a warm feeling, seeing my fellow NCOs approving of my plans. Those butter bars still felt surreal, like I was a pretender to the throne. To be fair, I wanted to hand off the responsibilities. Maybe those points could do better than I was. While the orders were sent up and down the chain of command, I tried to envision what we might encounter. I knew our close quarters battle training, or CQB, was top-notch. After countless hours training, we moved like a well-oiled machine. 

			A couple of minutes went by and it was clear that the men were ready.

			“No use dragging this out,” I said over the section’s L-comm. “Move out.”

			Our maps showed that this section of the city was all government buildings. They were obviously wrong again. Or were we more lost than we knew? I took a quick glance through the cracked door and saw a narrow corridor full of doors, with the occasional welcome mat in front of it. 

			How are we gonna get this all done? I wondered. 

			We didn’t have the manpower to secure even one floor of an apartment complex.

			“LR-01, we’re preparing to enter an apartment building in the government sector to investigate. Negative signs of life, I repeat, negative signs of life in Kusiba. Do we continue investigating or pull back?” 

			“Continue the original mission. LR-01, out,” replied Captain Archer.

			Orders were orders.

			With no reason left to delay, we prepared to enter the structure. My leejes stacked, and on my command, began our assault of the building. The moment we walked inside, we stopped in surprise. My initial peek into the hallway hadn’t shown me this. 

			How could I miss all the blood? It was everywhere. Not the red blood you expect from humans, but you could tell someone had been injured here. The blood had a vibrant orange hue, almost mesmerizing. As if the dead were calling out for vengeance—justice. Despite the insulating effect of my LARKs and the synthprene layer under it, I was struck with a chill, a cold that sank into my bones. Ghosts upon ghosts. 

			“Doesn’t look good, sir,” Santos told me over a private L-comm.

			“I know, nothing has since we entered Rhyssis Wan.”

			“Affirmative, sir… I meant Kusiba. Something is off. Stay frosty, I’ve got a bad feeling.”

			Grunting a reply, I cut the comms channel and studied the blood spatter patterns. Something awful had happened, but how and why? We continued deeper in the hallway and found more tacky orange goo, a lot more, smeared all over the walls. 

			“Does anyone know what could’ve made these marks?”

			“Looks like someone used their hand,” Dwyer grunted. “Like finger-painting.”

			Santos nodded his head in agreement. “And you don’t need your helmet to translate it, either.”

			That was true enough. The words were written in Standard. 

			“Death to the Republic.” 

			“House of Reason—House of Lies.”

			MCR stuff.

			“Looks like whoever wrote it has four fingers,” I said, shuddering. “More Arthava, then. But who would do this to their own kind?”

			“Dunno,” said Dwyer, “but it looks like they were mainly writing their message out over these pro-Republic posters… and by the looks of what they’ve got to say, probably MCR.”

			I recorded snippets of the gruesome painting and marked it for the spooks to worry over later. 

			Looking around, past the macabre paintings on the walls, I tried to figure out what else was off. It tingled at the back of my head, but I couldn’t quite place it.

			Then it hit.

			Rhyssis Wan’s only value to the galaxy came from its raw materials, and their politicians had traded those goods for their own benefit. Predictably, the rank and file Arthava citizens suffered. Yet the dwellings in Kusiba were smart buildings. They were fully integrated homes, which meant we could slice into them and access all the security features. 

			“Sergeant Dwyer, let’s get plugged into the building and see what we can find out through its systems.”

			 “Rog, LT,” Dwyer said with a nod. “Someone find Padagas a terminal, might as well make him earn his pay.”

			The building’s interfaces were interconnected holo-networks managed by a non-sentient AI. Those models were expensive, too expensive for such a poor planet. The stuff I was seeing in this building would cost a leej two months’ pay, so the occupants must’ve been important. Which, being in the government sector, made some sense.

			“He can start with the doors,” Olvera volunteered.

			His attempt at humor only earned him the ire of his team leader. “You can start with shutting the hell up, Olvera.”

			I hoped that Padagas could open the doors, but I wasn’t sure. A slicer kit was a special order unless you were Dark Ops and the intel guys had sworn that we’d be able to use the standard gear to gain digital entry. So everything was riding on Padagas’s ability to figure out how to use the terminals in front of each apartment door. 

			With a slicer, we’d be breezing through, though. It felt like more proof of how the House’s micromanaging directly interfered with what they claimed they wanted accomplished.

			While Padagas worked his digital magic, I ordered the section to perform overwatch and waited. The quiet was still unnerving. Just the gentle tap of PFC Padagas’s fingers on a nearby data screen.

			I was almost afraid to break it. 

			I checked on my squads in whispers, though I could see that everyone was okay. The entire section knew we weren’t in the most defensible position, and it had us all uneasy. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something important. Maybe I’d become paranoid since the botched landing, expecting boogey men around every corner. Unsure what else to do, I decided to err on the side of pushing the issue up the chain of command. I was preparing an update for Captain Archer when I heard cursing coming from the terminal.

			“Sir, I mean LR-24, sir. The residents. They’re all dead, sir,” Padagas said, the panic thick in his voice.

			“Say again, LR-133. All residents are dead?” I asked.

			“Roger. All of them.” Padagas sounded as if he might throw up. “The closed loop air filtration system was injected with lethal aerosol toxins. I don’t recognize it. Neither does the diagnostic system. It’s a designer cocktail; the building’s air scrubbers couldn’t decipher it. Snuck past their safety measures, the AI couldn’t clean it quick enough. We might wanna keep our buckets on, sir. When I patched the information through my HUD, it detected trace amounts of the stuff in the air.”

			Cursing, I switched to the company L-comm. “LR-01, I’m sending your HUD a data packet. In a nutshell, the entire city was executed.”

			“Say again, Ocampo. Did you say all dead?”

			“Yes, sir. Someone gassed the whole city overnight. I can’t fathom the logistics of this. There must be survivors. If we’re going to cordon and search, we’ll need both companies to go house to house. How should we proceed?”

			“We’re coming in. Clear the building you’re in but stay put.”

			After the captain cut the signal, I ordered 1st Section to begin clearing the first floor. We went room by room, searching every apartment for signs of life. It was futile but informative. We found many of the furry, dark-skinned hyena-like Arthava in various states of rigor mortis. Hands grasped at throats, an obvious indication of their desperate struggle to breathe. Some Arthava stopped forever in the middle of a task, others collapsed with their kin in a final embrace.

			When we finished searching the first floor, I ordered Berserker Squad to remain behind. They were my original squad, and I trusted them. The rest of the section continued the investigation, moving up to the second floor. It was a repeat of the first floor. More dead. The search progressed, representing much of what we would find across the city in every skyscraper. Kusiba was a ghost town full of the hollow bodies of Repub loyalists. 

			When we got to the twelfth floor, the squad leader from Berserker Squad announced that our company had rejoined us. I quickly switched back over to the command channel. 

			“LR-24, the Skipper sends his regards,” Walden said, the disdain thick in his voice. “He’s updating Fleet, they’ll relay the message to the BC across the mountains. LR-05, out.”

			I joined Chaos Squad in clearing the top floor. There things took an even darker turn. 

			“LR-24, you’re gonna wanna see this,” Corporal Singh called over the L-comm.

			“En route,” I replied. “Dwyer, on me.”

			Pulling up the HUD, I scrolled through the floorplan Padagas had sent us until I saw where Corporal Singh was waiting. The top floor housed the access to the air scrubbers. I stopped dead in my tracks as I walked in. Blood was everywhere. Someone had created a gruesome inkblot test, something the House would approve of. The vibrantly hued orange blood painting every surface twinkled under the low light HUD setting.

			“Gets worse in here, sir,” Singh called out.

			Rounding the corner from the main room of the apartment, I followed the voice from the Dagger Squad team leader. The room was filled with strange egg-shaped pods centered around a crystal. 

			Oba.

			All those bodies.

			So many in one place. 

			The bodies of several family units clustered around the apartment’s communal bedding. The families had been killed the old-fashioned way. No, killed is too soft a word. What happened to them was barbaric. 

			“Damned mass-execution. In all my years… worst I’ve seen.”

			I looked at Virgil in surprise. He’d been around the Legion for decades. Close to retiring even. He’d seen some stuff in his time on active duty. If Virgil thought this was the worst, it carried some weight.

			“Gather whatever intel you can, Legion Command is gonna want it. Let’s search the rest of this floor as well.”

			“Roger, Sergeant,” I said, forgetting which one of us was supposed to running the show.

			Everyone else in the room hopped to as well. Luckily for us, if you can call it that, one of those apartments belonged to the building manager, and his dwelling had cameras installed. 

			“Padagas, get up here,” I ordered over the L-comm. “I need you to gain access to this feed.”

			“On the way, sir!” Padagas replied.

			“Dwyer, prioritize what intel the points are going to want.”

			What I was looking at, all the dead, it was butchery. Not just a blaster bolt to the head. These Arthava had been ripped apart. Picture an artillery strike with no explosions, no burn. Just the twisted flesh and gore.

			“Check your HUD,” Padagas said, cutting off any reply Virgil might’ve had. “Transmitting feed from the apartment’s cams.”

			The recording was cued up to show the Arthava cowering together, like this was a last stand—more like a final hiding place. And then a pack of hyena soldiers rushed into the room. They tore into the huddled natives with claws and teeth. I still have nightmares from watching that security video. 

			However the MCR had gotten into the building, either by collusion or stealth, they’d tied up the families around the poisoned air scrubbers. Then one of those walking mongrels, I couldn’t even guess its gender, cut a baby apart while the hyena’s compatriots ripped into the mewling Arthava cubs. The holo footage was vivid; I could almost smell the fear. And if the corpses at my feet could draw a breath, I’d guess they could smell the fear in me.

			“They’re torturing those cubs,” Padagas breathed.

			“By Oba,” Corporal Singh whispered.

			I could hear several of the leejes who had chosen to watch the holovid puke inside their buckets, spraying their disgust in the worst way imaginable.

			After they’d tortured the young cubs while the parents watched, the soldiers had their way with female captives. I had to look away; I wanted to scream and rage at this perversion. The Arthava rapists wore a mix of MCR uniforms and cultist robes as they repeatedly ravaged their loyalist prey. It was brutal, but quick. When it was over, they murdered the women and then the men. 

			I wish I could say that this was an isolated incident, but the continued search through Kusiba proved otherwise. In their fanatical pursuit of power, the MCR had slaughtered two million loyal citizens of the Republic.

			“We won’t forget this,” Virgil grimly said. “We won’t forget nothin’.”

			



		

10

			It took us the rest of the day, and two more, to clear the city. We took big risks and ended up sending one leej per floor in most buildings. Some of the floors were cleared entirely by the drones. Our searching only confirmed what we’d already learned. The MCR had massacred two million sentient beings—men, women, and children. The rebel scum hadn’t discriminated. 

			During the search, we sought refuge from the cold in an abandoned residential building. It was another of those massive numbers, but we were able to open the windows to fumigate it. Once it was safe, we turned it into a fort Legion Commander Keller himself would’ve approved of.

			“Santos, look after the leejes,” I told him. “Dwyer, Chaos Squad, on me. We’re going on a resupply run.” 

			“Anywhere in particular, sir?” Virgil replied.

			“Affirmative, I marked them on your HUD. There’s a sporting goods store and a local police garrison.”

			“Roger, let’s make a point of not just grabbing charge packs. Grab food, weapons, and anything else which could augment our basic kit. Not everyone’s rucks survived the landing.”

			Sket, why didn’t I think of that? Blasters wouldn’t fire indefinitely, I knew that. But it hadn’t occurred to me to consider food. The Legion always resupplied us on our training operations. But now we were on our own. We’d have to forage what we could, even if that meant riffling through alien garbage.

			“All right, let’s make it happen,” I said, and moments later we were scanning the deserted gray streets.

			In the end we got lucky. Thanks to the Arthava’s cultural fascination with shooting things, we found an overabundance of civilian knockoff legionnaire blasters. Rearmed by the locals, we were ready to avenge their ghastly murders, all two million of them.

			“We’re gonna need a larger work detail, Top,” I called in to the first sergeant. “We hit pay dirt on charge packs. Could you send more leejes to my location? LR-24, out.”

			There was some grumbling, but Top Walden did send leejes to be my mules. We carried the supplies once Virgil said we’d cleared everything useful from the stores. 

			I sent a HUD update to the company commander. 

			“LS-001 this is Lieutenant Ocampo. Resupply complete and preparing to rejoin the 9th, over.”

			“Negative, Ocampo.”

			“Sir?”

			“Just got off comms with Fleet and the navy has its hands full with an ad hoc MCR force.” 

			That sounded crazy. I mean, the Republic Navy has no equal in the galaxy. But then it dawned on me that this wasn’t the Republic Navy that was constantly appearing in so many holos meant to show the breadth, scope, and might of the Republic. This was our Navy. The thrown together Caledonian fleet made up of Ohio-class battleships that were inferior to modern capital cruisers in just about every way but size. And all the advantage that gave them was that it took ’em a while before they blew up.

			So if Cally could put some Ohios in the field, why couldn’t the MCR? And if they did… yeah, that would be a fair fight.

			“Fleet’s not dealing with pirates,” Captain Archer continued. “This is a fight to the death up there and they’ve got no word when a destroyer might show up and help them clean house. We are to continue on foot toward the planet’s orbital defense cannons. The Republic has numbers but those guns are what’s tipping the fight to the MCR.”

			“Yes, sir.” I quickly muted my comm and called on externals, “Everybody up. Sergeants, get your men up now.”

			Captain Archer relayed our objective in my HUD. Intel said that those guns would be well defended. With insurgents dug in with the hopes of surviving the inevitable orbital bombardment and bombing runs—the ones that never came because of the fight that began the moment we reached the system. So now it was up to us. And we had to do all of that… alone. Two leej companies against the unknown.

			“Again, I’m counting on you and your men to get this done,” said Archer. “Get. It. Done. LS-001 out.”

			By now my men were gathering around me, standing behind their squad leaders.

			“Listen up, Rage Company. I want blasters cleaned and serviced. I want an updated count of your charge packs. Verify whatever your bucket tells you with visual inspection.”

			“I’ll take care of redistributing charge packs,” Sergeant Dwyer volunteered.

			“Good call, LR-57,” I replied. “Everyone else, eat your rations and tend to your wounds. We’ll be pushing hard to the next objective the moment we’re able.”

			Taking charge and seizing the initiative was starting to get easier. Giving orders to a leej with decades more experience in the Legion than I had alive still felt weird. It left a bad taste in my mouth, but it had to be done. We wouldn’t have a lot of time once the commander acted on the orders from above. I’m glad that I did, otherwise our boys wouldn’t have eaten. 

			Captain Archer was a driven man, as ambitious as he was competent. And anyway, those guns were a real problem. There were men dying above us and they were powerless to do anything about it but stay and keep fighting (and dying) or cut and run, leaving us stranded on-planet. Archer knew that as well as I did and wasn’t willing to let it happen. We’d lucked out getting him. I know I’m not a seasoned legionnaire by any stretch, but I’d never heard of a point working out. Ours was.

			My HUD pinged and I was taken into a secure L-comm channel with the captain and my fellow officers. I felt out of place.

			“Gentlemen, our next objective’s a beast,” said Archer solemnly. “We’re to take out those orbital defense guns, and I suspect it’ll be heavily defended. The MCR think they can push us off this rock, and they went all in here.”

			“How’d they muster up enough troops to pull this off?” asked Captain Hatton, Dragon Company’s commanding officer.

			Archer spoke with the surety of a prophet. “The MCR stoked up these lunatic cultists to do their bidding. Once we capture these guns, we will karball ’em to the next planetary system before reporting in for our next objective. We will move as fast as the slowest wounded leej can travel, but we don’t have time to dawdle. You are to move out in five mikes. Make it happen, Leejes.”

			 A moment later, orders were sent to each unit. Once again, my team was taking the lead. I keyed in a comm line with my NCOs. “Listen up, 1st Section. We’ve got point. I expect you sergeants and corporals to do your thing. And with so many sergeants lost on the Cambria, each leej has to carry his own weight. LR-24, out.”

			In a story as old as the Legion itself, the real work was done by those still wearing the stripes. The House of Reason gave me the medal, but those boys did all the heavy lifting.

			“Where are the guns, sir?” Padagas asked.

			I took the opportunity to uplink a battle map to each leej under my command. “The orbital defense guns are due south, about twenty klicks.”

			His groaning was silenced, probably by an elbow to the gut. Likely some Legion sergeant stepped in to administer discipline. But inside, I was groaning too. The march to the guns was going to be a stretch. Our leejes were exhausted, pushed to the breaking point, but we didn’t have a choice. The sooner we got to those guns, the more likely our ride back home would be safe. Those navy boys were counting on us, and when crap hit the fan, the Legion delivered. 

			With the comm still live for my entire team, I broke down what to expect. “I’m gonna be straight with you, Rage Company.” I looked what legionnaires I could see in the eyes. “This march will be tough, but it won’t be worse than Corporal Santos and his friends in the 71st running us back in Cally!” 

			“Least it’s not uphill,” Santos quipped, laughing with us.

			I wait for the laughter to die down, replaced by that awful, nervous purgatory before the start of a mission. When warfighters remember that they’re also sons, brothers, husbands, and fathers… and they worry about those who see them as such. “We’re going to be okay, and these traitors are going to experience firsthand what happens when you square up with the Legion.”

			After checking the strip map overlay the commander had sent, I saw that Santos wasn’t just making a joke about the route. We spent most of the exhausting jaunt skirting one of the largest ridgelines of the Bevak Mountain Range. There no longer was an uphill climb—we would be able to take surface roads to get near the guns.

			But that didn’t mean the journey would be easy. 

			We double-timed along one of the winding roads, not expecting trouble for several klicks. It was brutal; running in full kit with wounded leejes was never easy. We knew we didn’t have a lot of time. Every second we delayed meant more rounds fired at our ships. 

			The cultists would’ve had to seize those guns from under the noses of the citizens of Kusiba. Likely around the same time they’d committed their genocide of Republic loyalists. That gave me some hope. The massacre was fresh; the murderers likely wouldn’t have had time to fully make use of the gun emplacements or defenses. Those systems take time to learn, and saying security on a planetary defense system is tough to crack is an understatement. But again, that didn’t mean it would be easy. I had to assume that the MCR and the Arthava cultists were at least as tactically proficient as I was. During my years breaking up fights among drunk restaurant patrons, I’d learned that you underestimated your opponent at your peril, and I didn’t plan on letting my hubris cost the lives of any of my leejes. 

			Our usual forced march pace was definitely slowed by the wounded. Rage Company normally marched six klicks an hour; we only managed half of that. 

			“Keep it moving, Leejes,” Captain Archer told the company. “A few more klicks and we’ll rest. Never been prouder of a leej company!”

			Our wounded did their best during the march, but they were only human. Their bodies had limits and we were all operating on very little food and sleep. Under ideal conditions, we’d have sent our wounded to field hospitals, but this battle wasn’t ideal. If anything, it was a textbook case of what not to do from start to finish. I was learning the hard way what every real leej knew: no battles went down as planned. Like I’d been taught at the NCO Academy, war was a democracy and the enemy got a vote.

			While my squad leaders managed their small units, I tried to maintain my situational awareness. I monitored the world around me, observing my surroundings. If we were attacked, I’d need to quickly formulate a response. I constantly checked on the location and vitals of my leejes, paranoid that I’d left one of the wounded behind. 

			“Sergeant Conn,” I called over the L-comm, “check on Sterns. He’s lagging.” 

			I could see that the leej’s vitals were close to WorryVille.

			“Already on it, sir. Organizing litter detail now.”

			I had good leej NCOs, best in the business.

			After I’d cared for my leejes, I took it all in. I couldn’t help but notice how stunning the Bevaks were. I wished I could come back when the dust settled, show my wife and unborn son.

			If I ever do go back, I’ll definitely bundle up better. My LARK struggled in the cold. Some leejes reported cracks in their seals and electrical issues. The longer we were exposed to the snow, the thicker the layer of ice on our armor got. This caused us to use more energy to simply move forward. But after seeing the beauty of the trees and snow-covered mountains, I knew why the Arthava thought they were worth fighting for.

			“Keep going,” Archer called out. “Hot kaff to the leej with the first kill!”

			“Rum, if the traitor is an officer!” added Top.

			I don’t know if we had any booze with us, but we didn’t care. Top had lightened the mood enough to bolster our flagging spirits. Onward we pushed, our walking wounded desperately trying to complete the mission. 

			“Think of home,” I added over the company L-comm. “It’s warm back in Cally!”

			“How’s that one weekend a month treating you right now, LT?” Top joked. 

			I blinked in surprise but rolled with it. “Think that recruiter deserves a punch in the gut, Top!”

			Top was right—this wasn’t what any of us had expected when we’d enlisted. Most of us joined up on a lark. Life as a reservist would be a grand adventure without any of the risks of actual service. We’d been promised one weekend a month and three weeks in the summer. For most of the 9th, it was easy money and a chance to get away from the monotony of daily life. 

			The joke was on us. 

			Like soldiers since the dawn of time, we got screwed by the small print of our enlistment contracts. Ama always said the devil was in the details. Boy, was she right about that. The Repub included a clause that let them activate us without warning… for the good of the Republic, of course.

			And maybe, when I really think about it, that was the difference between what I was—what I am—and the real Legion. There’s no trickery with them. No one is there because they want to get out of a prison sentence or because it was the only way to get some benefits package. They were legionnaires because they wanted to be. Because they believed in it.

			“Halfway there, Leejes,” Archer said. “Head on a swivel now, boys!”

			I reinforced the message with my boys. “1st Section, slow and steady from here. This is where things start to get serious. We’re within range of the guns’ defenses.”

			I hoped I sounded tough, the real deal leej. That guy who could KTF in his sleep. 

			Even though we’d already fought the charka, this would be our first battle with an armed enemy. Surely there’d be cultists or MCR troops waiting to kill us. 

			I swear, tree slugs moved faster than we did at that point. We spread out, wary and watchful. The enemy could show up anywhere. If it were me in charge of those MCR orbital guns, I’d have had scouts out, with several fallback positions already located. Defense in depth. Make the invading enemy pay for every inch. 

			But that’s not how whoever was running this rebellion was doing it. At least not that I could see. If there were scouts about, we’d need eyes in the sky to spot them.

			“Olvera, we need overwatch. Keep the drones high enough that their roving patrols won’t look for it,” I ordered.

			“And beneath the window for any high altitude sensors watching out for the big guns,” Dwyer added. “We don’t want them to know we’re here.”

			“MCR is definitely here,” Santos said. “My team’s spotted footprints in the snow. Fresh.”

			I was right to be cautious. I raised my right hand, halting my section. Kneeling in the snow, I looked around. I quickly tuned the noise actuators on my bucket to max and gestured for my leejes to do the same. I was hoping to detect the enemy before they identified us.

			And then we heard it, the crunch of heavy boots tramping through the frozen underbrush. An enemy patrol was nearby. The entire section began scanning the area around us, looking for the threat. Our HUDs were acting wonky; the LARKs couldn’t seem to process the extreme temperatures of the Rhyssis Wan. And a nagging worry wondered if that same cold would sap the strength of our blasters again after such a long period of inaction. If so, we’d have to hope killing the Arthava cultists or MCR or whoever was out there would warm them up. 

			I always figured the cheap imitations of legionnaire kit we were using would bite us if we ever needed them for something more than crowd control. I remember telling my marksmanship instructor that. He laughed at me.

			“Calm down, Fetch, they’ll only deploy the Reserves if things get so out of hand that they have no choice. By then, we’ll be so screwed that we’ll welcome death.”

			I wanted to hunt down that old sergeant just to wave the “I told you so” flag in his face. At a minimum, I’d demand a beer for being proven right. But I didn’t have time for daydreams. The enemy had stopped moving. 

			We’ve been made, I signaled to my men.

			I scanned the area through the scope of my NM-4, my HUD not picking up any life signs beyond my fellow legionnaires. I was on the third pass before I saw it: the glint of light reflecting off an enemy rifle scope. It was an Arthava soldier, wearing a white and gray camouflaged uniform. Probably a layer of biorhythmic suppressors beneath that to stay hidden from Legion tech. The outfit almost worked, I almost missed him. 

			The scope was perfectly still. But blasters don’t fire themselves, I knew someone was there behind the scope.

			Taking a deep breath, I touched the trigger. 

			And then the bark flew off the tree next to me, scorching the wood underneath. The Arthavan had fired a hair before I did. The shock of the near miss startled me, and I went wide of my mark. I quickly found the target again and lined up the perfect sight picture. This wasn’t the high tech sniper rifle I’d trained with—I’d lost that beauty when I made squad leader. Still, at this range I couldn’t miss. 

			Legionnaires all around shouted out warnings and dropped into the snow.

			With the traitorous rebel perfectly situated in my scope, just off-center of the crosshairs, adjusted for the inconsistencies I’d found in my blaster, I caressed the trigger. My blaster bucked as it fired one short pulse into the enemy soldier. Zooming in with my visor, I searched for my prey. The Arthavan’s rifle was lying to the side of its hide amid the snow and I could clearly see the shooter’s face. There was a neat hole between his eyes. My shot rang true.

			“Got ya,” I whispered.

			Scanning around the fallen soldier, I began to detect other silhouettes. 

			“More hostiles!” I called, tagging the location in my HUD.

			And then they either ditched whatever was keeping their bio-signatures hidden or my bucket was able to determine their presence. Either way, red lights lit the screen on my bucket, momentarily distracting me. I quickly isolated the signatures: one, two, three… I fired shot after shot at the enemy. 

			The rest of the legionnaires joined in within seconds of it all. Soon my team was unleashing a hellish fire and the enemy in my HUD kept dropping. 

			Nine cooling bodies. 

			Another one popped up.

			I sent him down for good.

			“That’s for Captain Reyes.”

			I called for a cease fire and held my breath. The rest of my team likewise remained motionless. We scanned for other threats. As we waited, I called in a sit-rep to Captain Archer, who’d heard the echoes of blaster fire from the rear. Ten minutes passed before I waved my right arm in a circle, signaling the section to move out again. 

			“Watch your footing,” Dwyer cautioned 1st Section. “Could be mines, or traps.” 

			His voice had a strangely gentle quality to it. Soothing. It hit me then, we’d just killed ten men. Aliens. Whatever. But sentient humanoids. We’d ended ten lives.

			“Right, move out and watch for traps,” I parroted over the section’s L-comm.

			“At least the cold didn’t freeze our blasters again,” commented Top as we pushed toward the enemy patrol. “That would have sucked.”

			We reached the dead we’d just sent to meet Oba. They were set up in a natural embankment. The shooter who started the failed ambush lay over the lip of it, with the rest of them scattered around it. They were scorched and peppered with blaster holes; all of them showed dead in my HUD by the time we reached them.

			“Check for intel,” I ordered, motioning at the corpses below. “But carefully. And then take any gear you can salvage.”

			I didn’t expect to find any usable intelligence, but you only had to get lucky once… so we searched. 

			Sergeant Dwyer climbed out of the embankment to reach me. “Not much here except some blaster packs—we took those—and some old fraggers that I wouldn’t trust not to blow my liver out if we made the mistake of clipping them to our belts, sir.”

			I nodded. The MCR, despite being the biggest threat to show itself to the Republic in recent memory, was known for being ill equipped. “Thank you, Sergeant. Let’s leave those suckers behind. Only rearrange them so they can be a nasty little surprise for any of their buddies who might come back to check on ’em.”

			Dwyer hopped back over the embankment with what seemed like glee. “KTF in absentia! You’re all right, Fetch—a little twisted with a mind like that? But that’s a big roger, sir.”  

			There was a dark enthusiasm layering his gravelly voice. 

			After setting the traps, we gave a warning to any legionnaires following us and continued the push toward the orbital guns. We made good time, spread out in a thin skirmish line. Our job was to screen the rest of Rage Company as well as the units from Dragon Company who were spread out behind us. We’d been trained to maneuver like this since we joined the Legion, but this was the first time I’d done it with a real-life objective in mind. 

			And never with so many leejes.

			“1st, spread out! I want a long front—we’re not getting flanked on my watch!”

			“Good call, sir,” Dwyer replied, keeping up that habit of encouragement. I was grateful for it. “If those kelhorns see us, they’ll have to engage us head on. Nobody can stand toe-to-toe with leejes like that, KTF!”

			Our success so far seemed to have really lifted his spirits. And I could sense it in the rest of the men as well. We had encountered the enemy we’d been sent to fight and we weren’t found wanting. I was feeling a sort of euphoria myself. We were death dealers, bringing justice on behalf of a Republic mourning the slaughter of its citizens.

			It felt good. To be the monster who came to slay the beast. It felt… right.

			For the next few hours, we wove in and out of the trees that dotted the mountainside. I tried to maintain spatial and situational awareness since I felt I still couldn’t trust my knockoff HUD in the cold. They helped keep us connected, but they routinely crapped out in the frigid conditions. 

			My skirmish line was spread out along a three-quarters of a kilometer front, the mountainous terrain giving us a wave effect. At that length, our extreme flanks were at different elevations. As the section leader, I was in the center of the line where the snowy terrain was relatively flat. I felt guilty for it; my fellow leejes were having such a hard time maneuvering on slopes. 

			The trees prevented the height differential from making any difference in visibility, and the snow and incoming fog made it even worse. My leejes kept their composure, and there were minimal complaints. When we were eight klicks from the objective, we ran into another enemy patrol. They were again camouflaged in a white and gray patterned uniform, but our HUDs caught their heat signatures.

			“Contact!”

			A brief firefight erupted, but it was clear that we were the only ones who knew where to shoot. The Arthava were running from cover to cover, firing wildly in one direction only to be gunned down from my legionnaires above or to the side. Though there were at least twenty of them, a decent-sized patrol, they were quickly neutralized. 

			“Almost don’t seem fair,” Olvera said, recalling one of his drones. With the fog and snow coming in the way it was, all he was likely to do was ruin the thing. It wasn’t helping. “We see them but they sure don’t seem to know when we’re here.”

			We moved past the dead, using knives to make sure there was no one left alive behind us to hit us in the back or ambush the rest of the force following us. Their bodies were left lying in the snow where they fell. 

			They had helmets, but no optics to speak of. No night vision. No motion sensors or bio-scanners. I kicked a helmet out of my path and then stepped over an Arthava whose throat had been shot out. “Be glad that their gear is so low tech; it gave us a stealth advantage.”

			“Roger, Lieutenant,” piped up Santos. “Trust me when I say this to the rest of you reservists: you run into a force with those goodies just one time, and you won’t complain about things not seeming fair again.”

			I bring the focus back to our mission.

			“Let’s pick up the pace and get this over with. LR-24, out.”

			We were soon moving out at a slow jog. I was proud of them—they sucked it up and endured it with the typical leej stoicism. And Rage Company had earned our right to be called leej. I’d break the face of any puke that said otherwise. 

			We were moving closer, closing in on where my HUD said the orbital guns were. It became clear that the last patrol of Arthava we encountered wasn’t out here in isolation. More of the cultists were dropping back, running with reckless abandon toward the gun emplacements. Whether they had broken and run when we’d encountered the earlier patrol or were following orders to fall back to some predetermined rally point, I didn’t know.

			But we had them in the open with backs turned, and that wasn’t an opportunity I was going to waste.

			Sergeant Dwyer yelled into the 1st Section L-comm channel even as he began blasting. “Weapons free, I repeat, weapons free. Blast those twargin’ freaks back to whatever pit of hell they escaped from!” 

			I aimed at an Arthavan as he climbed up a rounded boulder, scoring a direct hit between his shoulder blades as he prepared to jump down to the other side of the rock.

			One less traitor in the galaxy.

			A few pockets tried to rally as we charged, but they were quickly overrun and dispatched. We had caught up with a retreating enemy, and the route was on.

			“Get some!”

			“For Reyes!”

			We rushed forward, screaming and firing as we went. Bolts flew, grenades exploded, and the enemy knew they’d messed with the wrong people. The Legion was there to make them pay in blood, buckets of it. Some of my leejes aimed, but our goal was suppressive fire. The noise had already told them we were here, if they hadn’t figured it out already. Stealth wasn’t an option; violence of action was our only choice. 

			“Contact… advance elements… cultists,” I panted, sending Captain Archer an update in the event he couldn’t figure it out from HUD reports and the sound of battle carrying over the rocks and snow.

			The rest of the Dragon and Rage Companies soon joined the fray. The enemy kept falling back into the snow-laden trees, until we reached the first series of bunkers. They were squat primitive structures, surrounded by an earthen barricade encircled by razor wire. The outpost surrounding the orbital gun was highly defensible. We’d bleed good men to take it conventionally. But there was another way. It was a gamble, but I was going to take it.

			“Bear Claw 2, this is LR-24. Execute singed boot contingency, authorization Delta-Echo-Tac-2-4-9-3-4-5. And watch out for their guns. LR-24, out,” I said into the joint Fleet-Legion comms channel.

			Once the buzz ship pilot acknowledged his orders, I pulled my section back. We ducked behind whatever cover we could find, before beginning a slow and steady harassing fire. I didn’t really expect us to hit anything; the point was to keep the enemy’s head down. While we distracted the militia, our pilot came in for his strafing run. 

			The sound of the high-cycle auto-cannons sending bolts into the enemy was exhilarating. Hearing our bird rain holy hellfire down on those kranks made my skin tingle. I felt more alive than I ever had before.

			Maybe it was being so close to those powerful guns. Maybe it was the potential for that proximity to go horribly wrong. I don’t know, but the risk of being on the wrong side of the gun moved me. The rush of adrenaline, the fear, all of it… I felt alive. In the end, the reason didn’t matter. I didn’t completely understand my euphoria and didn’t care. The enemy was in front of us, and we needed them dead. They probably felt the same way about us, since they sent bolt after bolt into our ranks. 

			After the buzz ship passed, I popped up and fired my rifle, adding more suppression before calling for my men to do the same. “1st Squad! Don’t let up! They’re gonna take this opportunity to get bolts on us while the buzz ship makes the turn!”

			Corporal Singh, who had been hunkering down next to me during the strafing run, didn’t hesitate. He popped up and sent disciplined bursts into the Arthavan line. And then his firing abruptly stopped.

			I looked over and saw the corporal as he fell back, a smoking hole right in the center of his helmet.

			He was right next to me one moment, screaming his battle cries with the rest of us, and then he was gone. His HUD already showed him dead. 

			“Medic!” I bellowed. It was too late, but I had to try. 

			As Dwyer ran over to look at Singh, I kept shooting. I could focus on the mission or I could worry about things I couldn’t control—like what happened to the corporal. I knew more would die if we failed to establish a strong position and push past the Arthavans, and I couldn’t let that happen. Failure was not an option.

			We fired even faster, burning through our charge packs. We managed to get the rebels to keep their heads down even without the buzz ship, but the price in munitions was steep. And then the low buzz of the aptly named buzz ship sounded again and the craft made another slow, almost hovering pass. It chewed up the ground and bunkers where the cultists hid, sending clouds of dust and pieces of MCR into the air wherever its blaster cannons focused on a target. 

			Errant smoke trails from shoulder-fired rockets streaked around the buzz ship, and then it moved on, leaving us to again press the attack as it turned for a third pass.

			This time the Arthava broke and ran from the trenches where the pilot put down more brutal punishment. Honestly, I don’t know that I would have been able to hang in there and take it the way the MCR did. I’d like to think so, but it was brutal. That didn’t stop me from joining my squad in celebration as the rebels gave up the field.

			I stood and cheered, shaking my blaster at the sky while the ship strafed the enemy position. Its cannons chewed into the walls of the bunker behind the trenches and flushed out the trenches themselves. Together, our coordinated assault tore into the defenders and the outpost bunkers. 

			“Looks like you’ve got an opening,” the pilot calmly reported in before moving out of sight.

			Once the pilot pulled off, we charged forward, surging into the enemy’s defensive bastion. They were more than dead—they had been blasted and chewed up to the point that they were mixed with the mountainous soil. Pre-buried. Our pilot had earned his pay. He’d pulled off several dangerously close strafing runs and hadn’t hit a single friendly fighter.

			“LR-24, hold your position while I send an update to Fleet and the 9th,” the captain ordered. “Raid these rebel scum of anything useful, but watch for trickery.”

			“Roger, sir. We’ll make it happen,” I replied.
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			With the trenches and bunkers that constituted the first line of defense against the guns secured, Captain Archer ordered us to move out. 

			As secrecy was no longer a concern, both companies spread out along the front, not caring how much noise they made. We weren’t bunched up, though—I don’t care what the talking heads on the news channels said. The 9th were professionals, despite being reservists. We knew that if we bunched up, one lucky shot would take us out. 

			No, we assaulted spread out. Our extended front allowed us to envelop the orbital guns lying like spires before us, booming with such ferocity that I could feel the vibrations in the soles of my boots. Those guns were nasty beasts, with barrels as big as hover tanks, mounted on what looked to be small buildings. 

			We moved fast through the bunker and trench complex, finding no resistance until we reached the end of the defensive bunkers, spilling out to the open ground where the guns were operating. 

			“Brace yourselves, this is gonna get ugly,” Sergeant Dwyer said over the section L-comms.

			Before us were even more trenches, and if the bunkers we’d worked our way through earlier were full of Arthava, these were brimming. The large dozers they’d used to tear up the ground and dig the trenches looked like they’d been repurposed to serve as combat vehicles with large guns mounted on them. Not quite tanks, but close enough for those of us on foot. We needed that buzz ship to resupply and get back here as soon as possible, because I was seeing more blasters arrayed against us than I’d ever imagined I’d encounter.

			“Remember your training and you’ll be fine,” I added. 

			 We pushed forward, moving behind the natural cover and closing in to engage the waiting enemy.

			“Oba,” I whispered, “there are so many of them.”

			Crap.

			I’d forgotten what L-comm channel I’d said that on. Was it my direct line with Virgil? The whole section?

			“I know, sir,” Dwyer said cheerily—from the 1st general comm. “Competition to bag the first officer is gonna be fierce. Don’t hog them all, will ya?”

			Virgil again, always saving me from myself.

			“Yeah, I’ve seen you shoot,” Santos added. “Wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the company. Maybe miss once or twice, just to even the odds?”

			The channel buzzed with laughter from the whole section. Maybe the whole company? 

			“What’s the plan, LT?” asked Top.

			We were as close as we would get before the shooting started. There was no shortage of targets to engage. Already the jumpiest among the Arthava were sending ineffective fire over our heads.

			“Plan is to all push at once. Dragon and the rest of Rage are flanking and we keep the MCR’s attention while they finish encircling.”

			“So we push up and engage?” asked Santos.

			“Not yet.”

			I waited a beat and then heard whistles followed by distant crumps! Among the Arthavan line, an explosion and dust cloud blossomed heavenward. With our full companies present, the boys working the mortar bots had gotten set up. And they were softening up the entrenched enemy.

			“Push up!” I shouted.

			“Go, you sket-eating sons of tyrannasquids!” bellowed Dwyer.

			My team moved forward, laying down suppressive fire on an enemy already scrambling due to the incoming mortar fire. If we had air support too, we’d be golden. But still no sign of the buzz ship. 

			We hustled forward, flinging ourselves behind rocks the size of speeder sleds—as close as we could get without crossing a no-man’s land and waltzing into the MCR foxholes directly.

			“Make ’em know the Legion is here!” Top shouted. I could hear the discharge of blaster fire whining in competition with his comm transmission.

			We were all shooting. Changing packs. Shooting again. Those of us blessed with the kinds of arms capable of throwing a seamball at the semi-pro level tossed fraggers, which detonated almost on impact in the foremost Arthavan positions.

			The makeshift tanks, caked with dirt clods from mortar bots doing their best to hit a track or repulsor array and ground them, swiveled their heavy guns, sending a stream of what felt like N-50 fire crashing into the rocks we ducked behind.

			But where one group of legionnaires was pinned down, another picked up the fighting, shooting with such ferocity that I thought if we had the ability to step back and watch ourselves, we would wonder who the men doing the fighting were. It didn’t seem like us. It felt like someone else, as though some warrior spirit had possessed our bodies.

			It was pure chaos.

			But it wasn’t going to break the MCR lines. We needed the rest of Dragon and Rage to finish their flanking and add more pressure. As it now stood, the cultists were reinforcing the line where we were attacking and we started to feel the heat.

			I called into Captain Archer while Sergeant Dwyer and two of his men fired nearby. “LR-01, are we going to be able to utilize the buzz ship again? Sure would be nice to soften those lines.”

			“Negative, Ocampo, the ship ruptured a coolant hose. Flight engineers should have it up soon, but ’til then, ’fraid we’re on our own.”

			 “KTF, sir… how soon on that air support? We’re getting close to being pinned down.”

			I left unsaid that the other option was for the captain to get the rest of the company up in position.

			“Engineers haven’t nailed down a time for us, Lieutenant. Just keep fighting. We’re moving slower than you but we’re getting in position. Official word from buzz ship is ‘a while.’”

			“Copy. LR-24, out.” 

			I hissed a curse to myself. This didn’t bode well.

			“Ocampo.” It was Captain Archer again. “I need a sit-rep. How long until you can get your men in position to begin taking down those guns?”

			What in the world? I didn’t understand why Captain Archer was asking me this. The plan was for us to draw forward fire and for him to flank and break the lines. Then we’d get the guns down.

			“Sir, we’re not in a position to touch the guns. The MCR is throwing everything at us.”

			“I need those guns offline now.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			But those were just words. There was no way I could do that. Not unless he spotted me a destroyer to some precision orbital bombardments.

			Switching channels, intentionally checking the frequency, I pinged my right-hand man. “Sergeant Dwyer: our gear only takes us so far. How do we stop the enemy from using their numerical superiority? Because I have a feeling a countercharge is what comes next.”

			“No special trick, Fetch. We just kill them first, sir!”

			“But you think they’ll come for us?”

			“I’d be surprised if they didn’t. I would. Think we’ll be able to get that buzz ship into the fight, sir? It’d even the odds a fair bit.”

			“Doesn’t look like it. So how ’bout it?”

			“How about what, sir?”

			“Killing ’em all.” I didn’t know how else to achieve what Captain Archer was asking of me.

			Dwyer seemed to reflect for a while. “Probably all die trying, Fetch. We need those flanks pressured or the buzz ships.”

			Thwack. 

			Stone from the rock beside me erupted into shards as a bolt slammed into the boulder’s face. I peeked to get a better idea of where the shooting was coming from. It didn’t seem to belong to one of the tanks—it was just a single blast.

			Thud.

			The MCR blaster bolt hit me square in the shoulder and knocked me flat on my butt.

			“Fetch!” called Sergeant Dwyer. “You okay?”

			He could see that I was already getting back up. The enemy round hit the armor, but at that range the LARKs held. I wasn’t thrilled at the idea of being hit in the same spot but… “I’m fine, Sergeant! KTF!”

			We were killing the enemy, the combat interface on my HUD kept a running tally. More popped up in their place. Like a sort of military hydra—dust one MCR, two more take his place. I growled under my breath, Arthava produced large litters and this was their planet. They could afford to bleed troops without sacrificing their endgame. Meanwhile, we couldn’t replace our dead. We would feel the loss of every leej. 

			“Ocampo!” Captain Archer again. Something was up his butt. I hadn’t ever heard him like this before. “Status.”

			Everything in me screamed to run, find somewhere safe and hide. I tried to ignore that fear, but it bubbled up from my guts as we continued our firefight. It’s suicidal, I thought. Only an idiot sticks around and waits for their death! We’re going to get overrun. 

			“Sir, we’re in a bad way here. They have us pinned down and we’re concerned they’re going to counterattack and overrun our line. We need some help here, sir.”

			“We’re almost in position,” said Captain Archer. “I want your unit to charge. One final push, Ocampo!” 

			“Is he serious?” yelled Top.

			Looks like I wasn’t the only one who had occasional trouble remembering to use the proper comm channel.

			“Sir,” I began to protest, “the MCR are shifting their focus directly on us. Even with the mortars I’m not sure that—”

			“Kill that gutless talk, Lieutenant!” Captain Archer shouted over the comms network. “Maintain unit cohesion, Ocampo,” he warned me privately. 

			Unit cohesion be darned, I wasn’t ready to meet Oba that day. 

			“You’re the most feared damn fighting force in the galaxy, Leejes,” Captain Archer told everyone over the comms network. “Let our courage show them our might. Fear will overwhelm them, and they’ll break! Just like they taught in training, boys! LR-01, out.” 

			That was that. It was decided. He was a point after all.

			“Captain Archer, sir,” I said over the command L-comm channel, “I know you want to intimidate ’em, but—” 

			“Stow it, Leej. Go in fast and roaring and they’ll run in fear from our might.” 

			I tried to fight the rage that boiled up inside of me. The captain’s orders were insane. I couldn’t think of anything more idiotic. He’d seemed competent so far; I’d almost forgotten that he was a point. I had faith in his skills, and then he punched all of us in the gut. Here I’d come to believe that he saw us as men, as comrades in arms, warriors worthy of respect, but now he was ordering us to waste our lives on this foolhardy objective. Just like every other point blindly following textbook strategies, strategies that would get good men killed. He reminded us that his most saleable skills were his political connections with the overlords in the House of Reason. 

			“Sir, I beg you… reconsider?”

			“Get moving, Ocampo, or I’ll send in someone who isn’t afraid to do the job!”

			His voice sounded shrill, but I understood where Captain Archer was coming from. He operated from the doctrine the political classes mandated. It was clear that he was feeling some kind of pressure to get this done. And my team was the closest in position to do it. Except… this was going to get us all killed. And yet, I knew he was serious about replacing me. If I didn’t call the charge, he’d relieve me of my command and put in place someone who would. And the thing about the reserves was that there would be a guy who would do whatever a point asked him to do. 

			Our training had been intense, but I’d be fooling myself if I thought it made every man in the Caledonian reserves an actual legionnaire. A lot of them still resented the Legion for how hard its cadre pushed us. And a point taking charge was exactly the type of thing they might ally with.

			In the end, I couldn’t leave my men. I keyed the comm to my NCOs.

			“Captain Archer needs us to charge.”

			There was a stony silence in reply. 

			And then Dwyer said, “All right.”

			Archer’s voice boomed over the comm. “Get that line moving, Ocampo!”

			And then the hard voices of my squad leaders motivated their legionnaires to get up and get moving. We rushed the objective, firing from the hip as the MCR—who seemed to be gathering for their own charge—looked up in surprise.

			That run was surreal. I could hear my heavy breathing drowning out the blaster fire. Could feel my rifle drain its charge pack. I was dimly aware of my team shouting instructions and rallying calls over the L-comm. But it seemed distant. Like I wasn’t really there—until I got eyes on a single Arthavan and then things sped up as I took my shot and dropped the insurgent.

			The mortars kept falling, taking a toll on the MCR behind their entrenchments. One scored a direct hit in the cab of one of the modified dozers, leaving a shattered corpse behind the wheel.

			A scream sounded to my right. Looking over, I saw Corporal Moore writhing on the ground, clutching his throat. 

			“Medic!” I screamed as I knelt beside him, searching for his individual medical kit as my heart pounded in the back of my skull. My helmet flashed a warning about my heart rate and oxygen levels. I was too winded, too spent to even give the cancel code for the notification. It just sat before me flashing as I searched.

			In my haste I couldn’t find it. I tried to staunch the flow of blood as I waited for Doc Tran—assuming he was even up and with us. Moore’s comm was still on, and he didn’t have the mindset to mute his shrieks of pain. That wasn’t a blaster burn; he’d been hit by a sliver of rock from a ricochet. In this cold, the LARKs might shatter when hit at high velocity. 

			“Someone help Moore!” a legionnaire shouted over the comm.

			The corporal’s screams were unsettling, and knowing the impact it might have on the men, I found my focus and muted his comm remotely from my helmet. I kept searching, and the HUD warning went away as I calmed myself.

			Ah, found it. I pulled his sealed med-pouch from the webbing on his armor. Moore was left-handed; he’d oriented his gear backward.

			His shrieks silenced for everyone but me and our direct link, and his jerking movements stilled. I ripped open the pack and the contents scattered in the snow. I grabbed the lone skinpack and slapped it on his torn throat, but by then it was too late. Moore was gone.

			“Moore? Moore!” I shook him.

			No response.

			Damn it, I thought. How many men are gonna die for this point’s orders?

			I could hear an electric snap and hiss from one of those improvised tanks starting up in the background. It wasn’t shooting blaster bolts—they were shooting us with industrial nail guns, building equipment designed to nail spikes into the bedrock. 

			Standing, I quickly looked around at my men. They’d slowed down, still moving but lingering behind whatever scrubby tree or rock they could find. I knew we couldn’t take much more of this. At the same time, we were a lot closer to the lines. I could see the MCR clearly, making out the lines in the Arthavans’ muzzles.

			“Ocampo,” Captain Archer’s voice was back in my ear. “You’re almost there. Don’t throw it away, son… get moving! Now!”

			I nodded, not bothering to reply and not caring that Archer would have no way of knowing I’d even heard him. Then I called in to my team to warn them about the spike drivers. “Be advised: MCR utilizing improvised slug throwers capable of breeching our LARKs. Assault at best possible—,” but I didn’t even finish my order to charge the rest of the way to the lines.

			The leejes of Rage Company didn’t need to hear me finish what I was saying. They knew as well as I did that what was done was done, and we either showed them our faces and delivered some KTF, or we broke and painted targets with our backs.

			Legionnaires from 1st Section rushed the line, exchanging blaster fire and ducking beneath the fixed nail guns on the dozers at close range. I saw Dwyer reach a wide foxhole and unload his blaster rifle into the pit at full auto in a sweeping motion. He then jumped inside, motioning for his squad to follow.

			Corporal Santos sprinted and leapt over a trench, dropping a fragger into the midst of the MCR attempting to follow his movements and then shooting the driver of a dozer once he landed on the other side. The fragger exploded, sending a spray of blood and dirt into the air as Santos used the neutralized dozer for cover.

			“Keep moving!” he shouted to the rest of us.

			By now I was running, sprinting to join the rest of my element. 

			“That’s the spirit!” I screamed, frothing a little.

			The leejes of Dragon and Rage Company didn’t want to get left behind. I could finally see them on the battlefield, picking up speed until both companies charged the enemy’s flanks. They were a good way back compared to us, firing bolts at the Arthava as they ran, but I doubt they hit anything. 

			I loosed primal screams of rage as more of my men punctured the MCR line—and more of them fell on the way. 

			“Umpf.”

			A blaster bolt hit me in the chest, hurling me to the ground. 

			I must’ve been unconscious for a second, because when I came to, Rage Company was pulling back from its attack on the flank. The Arthava, seeing the larger force coming, had shifted away from us and were engaging with everything they had, reorienting all their dozers and snarling as they spent every charge pack they must have had to send a punishing barrage into the flanking legionnaires who were getting caught in swirling strands of concertina wire. 

			Behind all these defenses were the guns themselves. So close that I could see the small crews working and guarding the weapons. And in my chest, I could feel each boom sent up toward the fleet in orbit.

			My boys were mixed in with what was left of the MCR defenders in front of them, fighting up close. But there weren’t enough of us to push forward.  

			Meanwhile, I was caught in no-man’s land. I’d missed the charge that got my men close and in the lines.

			I scrambled to my feet, dragging along a wounded leej who was near me. I tossed the leej’s last grenade toward a pocket of MCR and grabbed him by the carry strap on the back of his kit. He shook off my arm and regained his feet to stumble back with me away from a fusillade of raw blaster bolts.

			It kills me, but I still don’t know who was running beside me. Whoever it was stumbled along next to me, and we pulled back to the first natural dip in the topography that offered shelter, and hunched in the bushes, with some other legionnaires who’d been separated or driven back and were sending sporadic fire toward the enemy guns. The leej I’d pulled along with me took a glancing blow on his head from a nail as we scrambled into the ditch. It dented his bucket, but he’d live. 

			“Oba,” I breathed in shock.

			The round didn’t kill him, surprising everyone around him. It surprised him too, but he crawled into the ditch with me and took his place on the line. He felt along the back of his bucket but wasn’t satisfied. 

			“Hey—” I said as he started to take off his bucket. 

			Thud.

			The Arthava’s sniper was good. Without his bucket, the man’s brain exploded from the back of his head. Gore went everywhere, splattering my helmet’s visor. My hands went up as though the gruesome projectile could physically harm me.

			Get a grip, Fetch, I told myself. If you panic, more leejes die. I couldn’t let that happen. We had to make it home. I had to bring them back to Cally; I’d promised their families. 

			“Head in the game,” I muttered and grabbed a handful of snow to wipe that leej’s blood off my visor.

			“LR-01, our charge has stalled,” I said, knowing that his had as well along with Dragon’s on the other flank. “Check on the kranking buzz ship, sir.” 

			The captain didn’t respond. Maybe he was in shock that the craptastic tactics he’d demanded weren’t working. 

			I quickly checked my HUD to get an idea of how my men were doing.

			“Oh, no,” I whispered to myself.

			Top Walden was now dead, and many others had died around him.  

			The buzz ship chose that moment to come back online.

			“LR-01, this is Bear Claw 2. We are inbound and ready to go. Auto-cannons are looking to join the fight. Send me targeting data via interface. I’ll be airborne the moment it arrives. Bravo-Charlie-2, out.” 

			Finally. I quickly moved my tongue along the nozzle in my bucket, toggling the various features on my HUD. I forwarded the info to the buzz ship pilots the moment it popped up. Oba was once again on our side, because the foolish rebels hadn’t thought to defend the orbital guns with anything capable of shooting low enough to defend itself from a planetary aerial assault. Or maybe they didn’t have anti-aircraft batteries at all. It was the MCR, after all.

			Once the message was sent, I toggled the screen back to standby mode and returned fire at the enemy. I desperately tried to ignore the screams coming from the wounded as I sent bolt after bolt. 

			The MCR shifted their attention from us to the buzz ship, sending up every manner of small arms fire they could muster at the lumbering bird. But those bad boys had thick skin and the bolts either dissipated against its limited shielding or bounced off its armored hide.

			“All units!” I shouted into the L-comm. “Push!”

			I left the screaming of those laying wounded in the field and charged back to the lines, taking advantage of an enemy divided by threats from all sides—the buzz ship being the most pressing. As I got nearer, most everything was drowned out by the roar of the buzz ship’s auto-cannons firing bursts into the enemy. 

			The pilot kept the shuttle in a hover over the enemy defenses, destroying anything within sight around the orbital cannons. I guess he had to allow the gun system’s targeting algorithms time to lock onto the enemy, trusting the sturdiness of the ship’s build to keep him from being shot down. Meanwhile every round he fired was one less fur-brained MCR firing at us.

			The shuttle hovered over the enemy and cycled through bolt after bolt, its barrels glowing in the frigid Rhyssis Wan evening. Our buckets compensated for the lack of light, but the buzz ship’s cannons shone like a beacon, making it an easy target. Which meant the cultists were no longer focused on shooting our heads off.

			It made me wonder what the point of it all was. This thing was doing Oba’s work for us. Why hadn’t we waited? Why push to our deaths if this was all that we needed to have happen. Our sacrifice certainly didn’t seize the guns any faster.

			But then, neither would the work of those brave pilots if we didn’t follow up. I was with my team, fighting through the defensive trenches, past wire, over and around smoking dozers. But the rest of Rage and Dragon had to do the same.

			“LR-01, sir… seize the initiative. Push forward, sir!”

			To my surprise, the captain immediately agreed. I’d expected resistance.

			“All units: Charge!” he screamed over the joint company L-comms channel.

			Reflexively gripping my blaster tighter, I screamed, following Archer’s wild call for a charge deeper into the enemy fortifications. 

			We blazed past the dugout holes and fighting pits, shooting the MCR still left alive by the buzz ship, which was tightening its fire as we moved closer and focusing on the last defensive line protecting the guns.

			It was an outwardly sloped, waist-high wall around the big weapons. An aboveground trench for the rebels, covering their attack. Given how rocky the terrain was, it made sense. Whatever they’d built the wall with seemed indestructible, deflecting or absorbing everything we had to throw at it. Instead, I concentrated on firing above the wall. My grenadiers seemed to understand the situation as well; they’d already lobbed their rounds over the wall. But for every rebel fleabag we killed, another one took his place.

			One of their snipers aimed a clunky barrel at the buzz ship. Pausing in my wild charge, I targeted his hairy maw.

			The Arthavan dropped.

			“Got ya!” I yelled as I resumed my charge.

			When we got close to the wall, the rebels paid closer notice to us again. They weren’t having any luck on the buzz ship, and the buzz ship wouldn’t actually be able to destroy those guns. Vehicles and infantry, yes. But something that big would take more than the bird had in her. 

			But the increase of MCR fire was coming too late. By the time they’d swung their fire concentrations to meet us, Rage and Dragon Companies bounded over the barrier, converging from all sides and looking for vengeance. 

			I clambered inside, shooting an Arthavan in the chest who rose to stop me before sliding down the other side, in the midst of a chaotic storm of close fighting. But that served us well. While the indigs had a certain biological ferocity and low light vision, our helmets were better, and our armor could stand up to their teeth and claws. Unless more charkas showed up. But those were nowhere to be seen.

			“Get some!” I shouted as I punched one of the MCR in the snout, pulling up my blaster in time to smoke a hole through another snarling attacker, then dusting three more.

			It was like that everywhere else, too. Legionnaires unleashing holy hell, dancing right on the edge of animal madness while never losing their ability to outthink and outfight. But we were getting savage. The whole thing was.

			Blaster packs were spent and rifles were dropped, replaced by pistols, knives, or even tomahawks from some of the Legion regulars. Blood was everywhere, staining the snow orange and crimson.

			The shuttle pilot seemed to have been expecting our maneuver, shifting the rest of fire to the area on the opposite side of the fortified defenses. His bolts chewed up the buildings surrounding the guns.

			I was getting physically tired of killing. Like I’d been lifting weights too long and my arms and body pled that they could do no more.

			Oba, there were so many of them. 

			But I had to keep pulling the trigger. I shouldered into MCR and shot them while they lay on their backs. I kicked others in the gut and crushed their skulls with the butt of my rifle as they yelped and doubled over. It was brutal, bloody work.

			It became a battle of strength and determination, as we all grappled in desperate hand-to-hand combat. I fired when I had the room to bring my blaster to bear, using my NM-4 as a club when I couldn’t. My bucket’s visor was splattered with blood from head butting so many of the creatures, fracturing their snouts from the blow. I’d done that to the furry Arthavan in front of me when I went down as its buddy tackled me from the side. 

			I rolled, struggling to get out from under him as it attempted to send a knife blade plunging down beneath my bucket and into my neck. 

			I wanted to live, to breathe, to punch this rabid hyena who had his arm around my throat. Abandoning my weapon, I reached between the creature’s legs and hoped some facets of biology were universal. I squeezed as hard as I could. Still don’t know Arthava anatomy, but the one on top of me loosened his hold. 

			I wrestled the blade from his hand and stabbed him with it. 

			I aimed for his throat, assuming it’d be a fatal wound. I was right. More hot orange blood sprayed across my visor. I slipped my new blade into the cargo pouch on my armor, thinking that another backup weapon would be needed before all was completed. Retrieving my blaster with my other hand, I stood and searched for another target. 

			It wasn’t hard, there were so many. But we were making a difference. We were winning. They were breaking under the relentless onslaught of men trained to be the very best the galaxy had to offer.

			We were kelhorned killing machines.

			Bringing my weapon up, I fired as fast as my finger could depress the trigger while advancing toward the nearest cluster of MCR. Soon our concentrated fire pushed the enemy backward. 

			“Don’t let up, Leejes! KTF!” I shouted.

			The enemy broke and ran, abandoned their own massive guns. We cheered like loons as the Arthava ran howling in retreat, disappearing into the forest outcropping beyond the last of the guns.

			When the air grew quiet, I checked on my troops. There were too many black and tan LARKs lying motionless on the icy ground. The numbers were staggering. 

			In the end, I lost a quarter of my section. I had to consolidate my forces down to three squads instead of four. All those leejes, men whose family I had let down. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I wanted to hunt down those rebel kranks, and bathe in their blood. 

			But justice would have to wait. Our mission wasn’t over yet. We needed to secure the orbital guns before the MCR returned. No one had any illusions about what we accomplished. We’d gone up against Arthavan cultists working with the MCR. There had been no charkas, but the mission was accomplished. Still, there were plenty more out there. 

			We had to prepare and defend this position for however long it took. We weren’t done by a long shot.
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			This time I knew better. 

			This time I stayed away from the aid station.

			While my surviving leejes received medical care, I organized the defense of the big guns and got the men clearing space for landings inside the small fort. And with the guns out of the fight, word was the fleet was going to send down some transport shuttles to be our mobile ambulance, but first we had to make room.

			 “How do you do it, Virgil?” I heaved another Arthavan corpse over to the edge of a hastily dug pit, made courtesy of the dozer-tanks. “How do you shrug off our losses and carry on?”

			Virgil hefted an Arthava to the lip of the mass grave, then gave it a shove. “I care, sir. I care too much,” he grunted. “But we can cry over our whiskey later. Right now my concern is for the living.”

			That gave me an idea. I found myself a quiet corner, then hailed our computer criminal—I mean, “tech”—on a private channel.

			“Hey, Padagas, I need your expertise on something.”

			“Fire away, LT.”

			“These guns… do you think you could find a way to override the locks in place and give control of them to the Legion?”

			Padagas was quiet for a while. “I think it’s a real possibility. Depends on what kind of security software they have and how long until we’re expected to move out again. But if all goes well, I could do it, I think. Yeah.”

			The brass wanted us to destroy them—that’d been the order Captain Archer had given me—but that seemed foolish. If we could harness those guns, we could turn them on the enemy fleet in orbit and assure our ships a victory. 

			“Padagas, keep this quiet,” I said. “Do whatever you have to, but I want control of those guns. If we lose our taxis off this snowball, we’re as good as dead.”

			“Sure don’t wanna be stuck here… On it, LT.”

			While Padagas went to work, a hovering shuttle finally touched down, the back blast kicking up a small blizzard of snow around the fort. Just the fact that one of our cruisers was able to send it down suggested that the battle above us was no longer as desperate now that the guns were out of the fight. But with nothing going as planned, who could say whether the tide would turn again. How many ships did the MCR have? What if they managed to steal a destroyer?

			I moved toward the ship to oversee it being loaded with the wounded when I heard, to my surprise, Padagas.

			“LT, the guns are ready,” the legionnaire whispered over a private channel.

			That quick?

			“Say again, Padagas… they’re ready?”

			“Copy that, sir.”

			I changed course and jogged over to the weapons control center. There he was, his gloves and bucket off, grinning like he’d just farted in a cathedral. 

			“Put your bucket on, LR-133, and police your kit, for crying out loud,” I said. “Now, where are we with targeting the rogue fleet?” 

			Padagas shook his head, an exaggerated frown on his face. “Hello to you too, LT! You wound me, and here I thought we were buddies. Whatever will I tell my friends back in Ogham?” He didn’t even try to keep the snark out of his voice.

			“You think I give a crap what your so-called ‘friends’ think? Just tell me where you’re at with overriding the targeting protocols,” I replied in irritation.

			“Roger sir. But first: I slice a lot better without gloves and helmets on. And second, you only said to take control of the guns. Not—”

			“Padagas,” I interrupted. “We need to use them against the MCR. Why else would I give a rip if we had control of them?”

			Padagas gave a wobanki grin. “Roger, sir. Didn’t say it couldn’t happen. Just that I didn’t do it. Hit the green button on the display here, and you’ve retargeted the guns.”

			I nodded and moved the panel to get a closer look.

			Padagas’s tone changed, becoming uncharacteristically serious. “Now, I’ll be leaving, sir. I don’t want to be between you and the brass.” 

			I leaned over the console and hit the button. At first it seemed like nothing happened, but eventually I could hear the energy cannons cycling back up. And then the computer terminal shut down. I was about to call Padagas back, but the system started rebooting. 

			I don’t exactly know what he did, and I didn’t get the chance to ask him before the system started back up and got right to business. Once everything stopped flashing and beeping, an option to initiate the updated targeting sequence appeared. Trusting my leej, I accepted the prompt and waited. I could hear the crackle of the energy flowing around the cannons. It was working! The ground rumbled and the air hummed with gathering power.

			“What’s happening with those guns, Ocampo?” 

			I jumped at the captain’s sharp voice in my ears. Evidently he could see my locator flashing on his HUD from the gun’s command center.

			“Working on it, sir!”

			“Get those damn things back offline!” Archer bellowed. “The fleet can’t handle much more of them and remain combat effective!”

			The threat targeting screen appeared, indicating every spaceship in its field of fire. I scanned the list of ship classifications—none of the targets were Republic ships. 

			“Captain, we’ve adjusted the systems to fire on the enemy fleet now!”

			The gun fired off two rapid salvos, loud thunderous cracks.

			Everywhere legionnaires began to scramble, donning their helmets and picking up their rifles. The light from the blast of energy was blinding, and anyone not wearing their bucket had to look away. Captain Archer rushed into the orbital field gun’s control room. The game was up. Before the point could say anything, I launched into my defense of what I’d done.

			“Sir, if we let them destroy our fleet, we’d be hosed,” I said, imploringly. 

			“Shut the hell up, Ocampo.” Archer verified with the fleet that the guns were indeed firing on the MCR and not on our own craft. 

			I could see legionnaires scrambling, and the L-comm was flooding with reports and requests for information as they all struggled to find out what was happening. I got a sinking feeling in my stomach… this was good work, but I handled it in a bad way.

			Archer went over the L-comm to inform all legionnaires to “Cycle down and await orders. The guns are not an immediate threat.”

			I was worried at that point that he was going to shut the weapons off again. “Sir, nothing else matters if we’re stranded here in a system captured by the rebels. If this goes wrong, you can blame me.”

			“You’re damn right, I can blame you. You went off half-cocked and made a monumental decision without conferring with the chain of command!”

			“Yes, sir. But that was only to give you an out. With the guns doing their thing, we can achieve a much stronger hold on the planet. And we can still demolish them if we’re ordered to move out and can’t leave behind a force sufficient enough to guard them..”

			Captain Archer stared at me, bucket in hand, his paper-white face looking exhausted. I could see him weighing the options, but ultimately, he saw the wisdom of protecting our ride home. We’d lost too many leejes taking these guns. From thirty-two squads, we were down to twenty. 

			Our leejes wanted blood, and they were cheering with every renewed salvo now that they knew what the guns were shooting at. 

			“We’ll let the guns work for now,” Archer finally said. “With Dragon Company hit so hard, we’re folding both companies into one unit. They lost all their officers and too many of their NCOs. You’ll have five squads under you now. Send Sergeant Dwyer to straighten that out. We’re resting here tonight. Tomorrow we’re heading out to a Repub Army base that went silent when this shindig kicked off. We’ll spike the guns in the morning.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Make sure they’re ready to blow these weapons in the morning.”

			“Yes, sir. I’ll make it happen,” I said, relief obvious in my voice.

			Archer turned to leave, and then stopped at the door. “One more thing, Ocampo.”

			“Sir?”

			“Two times today you’ve taken to the habit of thinking that you know best. I had to argue with you to obey orders before the charge, and turning these guns back on could have been a disaster in more ways than one. If either of those things happen again, I’m relieving you of command. Is that clear?”

			“Crystal, sir.”
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			We spent a long night defending the orbital guns from a counterattack that never came. The guns never stopped, we never slept, and time passed slowly. When the brilliant sun broke through the predawn fog, Rage Company was ready to abandon the massive cannons. We’d taken out enough of the MCR fleet that our navy had consolidated and re-formed. I didn’t know how long it would take for our spacers to get full control of the fight, but it was the best we could do. 

			Maybe this was me being ground and not having the technical knowledge of a spacer, but I thought those guns made a much larger impact than they actually did. I figured they were blowing up ships left and right. But with there even being an MCR fleet left after a full night of firing suggested that either the guns weren’t the edge I thought they were or that the battle had shifted outside of their range. If nothing else, we bought the Republic Navy time and gave them room to breathe.

			“Rage Company, we’re leaving as soon as we destroy these kranking guns,” bellowed our commander over his suit’s speakers. Most of the men were gathered in a school circle around Archer as he addressed the company. 

			The pause drew out, well past where things got awkward. We just didn’t have it in us to respond in some motto manner he seemed to want.

			“There’s a Repub Army base, Camp Jericho, that’s gone silent. It’s due north of us, quite a ways past Kusiba. We need to beat feet, because it’s a long hike. The biggest challenge will be avoiding local air power, because our path will take us across several valleys.”

			The legionnaires audibly groaned. Air power was something we weren’t supposed to have to deal with. First, because planets rarely had anything even closely resembling a working starfighter force—that’s what the Republic was for. And second, because it hadn’t been a factor at all to this point.

			“I know,” said Archer. “But you’re going to have to suck it up because those crossings will be dangerous, the lack of foliage means we’ll be exposed. The longer we take, the more time for the rebels to prepare. Then it’ll get even worse for us. Dangerous levels of suckage. I know you’re tired, but let’s show the rest of the Legion what the Caledonian Reserve can do!”

			The boys gave a tired cheer, then we broke up to each get our jobs done before pulling out. As I hurried over to the gun control center, I called Dwyer on a private channel.

			“LR-57, help Lieutenant Challen install the det cord on those guns.”

			My neck was on the line, I wanted to know it was done right.

			Next, we needed to destroy the computer interface. I knew just the coder for the job. 

			“Padagas, can you give that computer a cold?”

			“You mean a virus, sir?”

			“Yes, something that makes it unsalvageable. Virus, cold, whatever.”

			“Sir, they’re gonna blow the thing. It’s not coming back from that much det cord.”

			“Not what I asked, Padagas. Can you do it?”

			“Roger, LT. On the way.”

			Satisfied that I’d covered my bases with the operating system, I went to supervise the other officer. Challen had transferred into Dragon Company from the 71st Legion. He was a demolitions expert who’d come up through the ranks, but in the end I needed eyeballs watching these guns blow. My eyeballs. 

			Captain Archer had been clear about how thin the ice I was skating on truly was. We had to make sure these guns couldn’t be rebuilt, not until we’d reconquered the planet.

			“Here’s some kaff, Challen.” I handed him a cup while I stepped back to watch him work.

			“Thanks,” he said after taking off his bucket and setting it on the table. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

			It took us an hour, but we managed to completely corrupt the guns’ computer cores. Then I watched Challen add more detonation cord, just for good measure. When the fireworks were prepared, Captain Archer ordered the company to move out. 

			“Burning daylight, people! Let’s roll!”

			This time 1st Section wasn’t walking point; we got to pull up the rear. This meant I got to click the button and blow the guns. I can’t lie, I was more than a little thrilled. Challen was pissed to not do it himself, but he’d get over it. Like all good leejes, he could be bought off with a bottle of top-shelf hooch.

			It was hard, but I managed to keep my itchy finger off the clicker until the time was right. 

			“Fire in the hole,” Archer called over the L-comm.

			I happily hit the button, might’ve even chuckled a little. 

			“Almost wanna grab some marshmallows, really enjoy the campfire!”

			“Can it, Padagas,” Sergeant Dwyer growled.

			At first there was only a slight popping sound. 

			“That’ll be the computers,” Santos said. 

			I had my bucket’s speakers maxed out to listen for the explosion. So did the rest of my section. We were like kids in a candy store, wanting to enjoy every moment. While we weren’t close enough to see it all, we damn sure wanted to hear it. 

			Boy, was that ever a poor life decision. 

			When the follow-on blast came, it took us by surprise. Our cut-rate buckets short-circuited. It didn’t last long before they reset themselves, but most of us had ringing ears for the next couple of days. 

			We pushed hard for Camp Jericho, and I spent part of my day rounding up stragglers. We were pushing well past the breaking point for most men. But we weren’t men, we were leejes, and enduring hardship is what we do. So we put one foot in front of the next while keeping an eye out for any cultist hyena warriors looking to slaughter us in the name of the Mid-Core Rebellion. 

			Rage Company retraced our steps back toward Kusiba, trying to move quicker than we had before. Our dead and wounded rode in the shuttle, giving us the ability to push harder. But it didn’t last long. We’d only been on the march for an hour when Corporal Santos pulled me aside.

			“Sir, take a look over there. It’s to your right, just past that ridge. See that?” he asked.

			Movement. The mountains rose up all around us, the monotonous color palate tending to bewilder the eye. But that worked to our favor, because the white snow made dark shapes difficult to conceal. Only one beast would be that large from that far off. Charka.

			“We’re being followed,” I said.

			“Obviously, but look at their uniforms. That’s the important part, sir,” replied Santos.

			I zeroed in my visuals, magnifying the optics on my bucket. The targets weren’t wearing the usual white and gray of the cultist fighters. I didn’t know if these warriors were loyalists, rebels, or some unknown third faction. They were armed and though they weren’t clearly identifiable as MCR, that didn’t make them friendlies.

			“I see them,” I replied, before switching to the channel with section’s NCOs. “Dwyer, are you seeing this?”

			“If by ‘this’ you mean the force shadowing our movement, then yes. For now, I suggest you flag it on your HUD and stay frosty.”

			These warriors shadowing us forced us to alter our behavior; we had to sacrifice speed for an increased tactical awareness. Every step we took, we knew the crosshairs were on our backs. I called it in.

			“LR-01, unknown force east of our location surveilling our movements. Permission to neutralize the threat.”

			“Negative, LR-24. Remember the rules of engagement,” Archer said over the L-comm. “Don’t fire unless cleared by higher authority—”

			“But, sir, if they shoot first—” 

			“Report any hostile enemy action up your chain of command.”

			“But—”

			“Are you listening to me, Lieutenant, or are those comms malfunctioning, because you sure as hell aren’t questioning an order.”

			“No, sir,” I agreed, studying the dark shapes in the distance.

			“It’s clear they’re Arthavans riding charka. And that’s all that’s clear. Now a lot of those were slaughtered for supporting the Republic, and I’m not going to allow some impulsive legionnaires to add to that tragedy by ignoring the Republic’s rules of engagement for this operation.”

			Boy, did my trigger finger itch. But I had my orders. So I kept my finger off the trigger and bit my tongue. The rules of engagement were clear, but to hell with them. I didn’t care. Not if it meant that more of my guys might get dusted.

			“1st,” I called over our section comm. “I’m updating the ROE. When in doubt, bolts out.” 

			It was a risk, making such a policy known. But you can’t court-martial a dead man. I was confident nobody would bring us up on charges for trying to survive, not even the House was that bad. Were they?

			It was exhausting, but we pushed through it and maintained our vigilant posture. I knew that if our attention to our surroundings faltered, even just a little, we’d be easy prey. We were in enemy territory, unsupported. One reinforced company performing the role of an entire legion.

			When we got within a few klicks of Kusiba, I noticed our shadow acting strangely. One of them was riding his charka hard up and down their line, yelling something that my bucket couldn’t make out. He shook his blaster at the sky, and the icy wind brought back their screaming cheers. 

			“Get ready, they’re about to attack,” I told my section.

			We all crouched as we advanced forward, weapons ready, all five of my squads on alert. We’d been looping our way down a winding mountain road, and we were vulnerable. Our sole focus was on our left flank where the mounted Arthava were following us. I expected contact at any moment, my mind ignoring everything else around me as it tunneled in on the threat. It was right there, I could feel it in my bones. 

			Something was going to happen. The wind howled, snow swirled around our feet. 

			“Turn the external sound down,” I ordered. “At least until the snow settles.”

			“Negative, sir. We need full situational awareness,” Virgil sent over our private channel.

			Sket. There he was, correcting me again. Hot lava anger rose in my gullet, but in the cold and snow with Arthava near, I couldn’t let my pride get in the way. So I swallowed it.

			“Belay my last, we can’t afford to sacrifice our situational awareness.”

			Then I heard it. The crunching sound of thousands of feet moving down through the frozen underbrush. It appeared to be coming from the opposite side of the trail, but sound was funny in the mountains. It could be a trick of the natural acoustics. 

			“Steady, boys,” I urged.

			A blaster bolt streaked toward us.

			Our HUDs’ red lights lit up like Cally police busting a H8 drug nest. Someone had fired at one of our leejes, but the only Arthava we saw were the charkas shadowing us.

			More blaster fire began to sizzle in.

			An energy bolt streaked by my bucket and I swore. They’d been stalking us from the opposite side of the pass. I’d been so distracted by the obvious threat, I missed the one sneaking up in front of us. 

			“Where’d that come from?” shouted a leej in the confusion.

			“Who saw the gunman?” demanded Captain Archer.

			“Wasn’t from the group!”

			More shouts of alarm echoed across the L-comms for each section. 

			“Can it and find the kelhorn,” growled Dwyer.

			We grabbed whatever cover we could, though there wasn’t much to hide behind. I scanned the area but couldn’t find a target. I kept looking, desperate to find the threat so I could neutralize. The landscape was snowy, with tall, pole-like trees interspersed between large stretches of rock. Then I saw the cultists, their white and gray camouflage telling me that they were rebel trash. I began firing, knowing I probably wasn’t hitting anything but it’d keep their heads down. Any of my boys with a clear shot would take it. 

			Though the fight hadn’t reached a fever pitch, we were effectively caught in the middle of two Arthava elements as we moved along the mountain road. The MCR cultists were farther down the slope—these are the ones who had sent the initial shots at us. Their heads were down as I suppressed them with the rest of my company, but we also had to keep an eye on the mounted strangers moving above us at the top of the ridge. 

			“Any brilliant ideas, Virgil?”

			“KTF, LT,” he said.

			Right. Got it.

			“Gladiators, move out—cover our rear,” I yelled frantically into the section L-comm, all the while searching for specific targets. The squad hustled to obey.

			“Permission to adjust Gladiator’s positioning, LT?” asked Santos, as he slid into the snow-covered bush next to me.

			“Do it.”

			Santos was up in an instant and sprinted to join Gladiator squad.

			After adjusting the positioning of my section, I ran to take a knee behind a fallen tree. Bringing my NM-4 up, I started tracking targets. You have to give ’em just enough of a lead to hit them as they run. It’s tricky to hit moving targets, but the spike of adrenaline helped me narrow my focus to what I could see from the scope of my blaster. The rush from the hunt allowed me to forget that I was shooting sentient beings. 

			They weren’t living souls anymore, just targets to eliminate. 

			Aim… fire… and repeat.

			I pulled the trigger as fast as my fingers could move. The Arthavans above us had thrown in with the cultists beneath, and we were taking fire from two fronts. The MCR were hanging in there, sending return bursts of fire as we tore into them, but the sparsity in training was evident to me. Here, we weren’t charging an entrenched position. We were essentially on equal footing, and our shots were dropping Arthava with a consistency that had to be alarming to the rebels. In the background I could hear our crew-served blasters sending controlled bursts at the enemy. Just piling on.

			Captain Archer called in to the buzz ship over the command channel as I fired. “Bear Claw 2, this is LR-01. Concentrate fire on the larger group of rebels.”

			“Affirmative,” the pilot replied.

			As the firefight continued, I noticed my sector wasn’t caught up in the middle of the assault. It freed me up to begin looking for ways to roll the rebel flanks. I toggled the HUD interface, studying the map details. 

			“1st Section!” I was about to give the order to start flanking the rebel assault when they charged directly at us. I changed instructions on the fly. “Here they come, right for us. Steady now… hold your ground!” 

			“Don’t give up an inch,” Dwyer added.

			“Not an inch!” echoed Santos.

			The howling MCR that had been shadowing us rushed our position in an alien wave, with no apparent concern for battlefield tactics. The rebels seemed to be relying on sheer numbers, and they had us there by at least five to one. I continued firing bolts from my blaster, the barrel glowing red from the heat. I shot as they charged down the mountains, throwing enough energy toward them that I depleted two charge packs. 

			Rebel after furry rebel dropped to the ground. I don’t know how many I killed. I don’t know how many Rage Company killed, but it felt like for every rebel traitor we shot, ten more seemed to pop up. 

			“Don’t let up!” I yelled into the comms as I shifted my aim.

			The front ranks of the MCR troops were closing the distance and soon got within arm’s reach. Our rate of fire plummeted, as each leej focused solely on the furry kranks in front of them. I got a bead on a sprinting Arthavan and squeezed the trigger.

			Crap. My NM-4 was dry. 

			I stood up from the fallen log I’d been crouching behind and pulled my pistol. I fired one aimed bolt after another, until I spent its charge pack as well. 

			“Reloading!”

			My primary weapon was dry, and there wasn’t time to holster the secondary. Dropping it, I tried to bring my blaster back up. My hands fumbled through the motion. The rebels were too close and I couldn’t get the pack changed and rifle up in time. Leejes waged small wars all around as each warrior sought to survive the melee, but my attention focused on the grinning Arthavan in front of me.

			“For Cally!” I screamed as I charged the MCR warrior.

			This thing was huge, not so large as a charka, but a lot bigger than me. And it had worked itself into a frenzy; steam wafted off its kaff-colored fur. The beast swung its blaster like a club, and I dodged to the right but tripped over my own two feet. I wish I could tell you that I tucked myself into a graceful combat roll, but it was ugly. I faceplanted, losing my blaster rifle. 

			I flipped over just in time to see the traitor swing his weapon down at my head, but Oba be praised I rolled out of the way, the rifle’s butt smashing against the snowy rock where my head had just been. I tried scrambling back, using my feet to kick myself away from him, but he jumped on top of me. But not before I managed to pull out my vibro-blade and wildly stab upward. Oba was with me again in that moment, because I sliced clean through his throat.

			“For Cally!” I bellowed again as my blade cut through heavily muscled flesh.

			The Arthava’s vibrant orange blood spilled onto my hands. I had to clench my fingers even tighter on the handle of the vibro-blade to keep my grip from slipping. 

			Thrust, withdraw, and repeat. 

			I stabbed the creature, ignoring the arterial spray. I stabbed until my arm grew tired and I realized that the alien lying on top of me was no longer alive. I don’t know how long I lay there, with that hairy corpse smothering me like a massive wet parka. With one last heave, I chucked the dead rebel off me.

			Oba!

			Rolling onto my knees, I sheathed my knife and crawled toward my blaster rifle, my hand prints staining the snow orange with blood. Before I could grab my weapon, a booted foot smashed me in the solar plexus. I gasped in pain but couldn’t suck in breath; pinpricks of light danced around my vision. Hauling myself across the ground, I’d just grabbed the blaster when the attacker stomped my gauntleted hand. Grunting, I used my other hand to again yank out the vibro-blade and stabbed the krank’s calf.

			“Rowowow!” he yelped like a drowning pigasaur. I took grim satisfaction from his discomfort. But I didn’t want him to be uncomfortable; I wanted him dead.

			I was expecting to die myself at any moment, so I had to be quick about taking this one with me. “For Cally!”

			Roaring in rage, I stabbed him again. And again. He still stood on my right hand, despite my attempts to free my limb. He slammed his rifle into my back, but my armor didn’t fail. Frustrated, the hyena started beating me with his blaster. I felt every blow, one after the other. 

			While he beat me, I slashed his calf again. And again. 

			“Fall down already!” I screamed and swung my blade while he bashed me with his blaster-club. It continued until I’d inadvertently severed the booted foot. Suddenly the beating stopped, and he toppled over. Groaning in pain, I managed to get out of the way. 

			This attack was telling me two things: the MCR were low on charge packs and they were hopped up on something that allowed them to withstand a ghastly amount of physical pain. No humanoid I know of could have taken the kind of punishment my blade was dishing out to that thing’s leg without falling back. It’s not natural.

			Feeling like I’d just escaped the seven circles of hell, I regained my feet and brought my blaster up to bear, slammed in a charge pack and killed my foe. It was more of the same throughout my section. I searched for pockets of MCR and then sent bolts at every rebel cultist I could see, firing until this pack went empty as well. 

			“Changing packs!” I called out, not sure who would hear me or what it mattered with things so up close and sticky. I quickly changed out the energy pack, while I looked for a new target. I found one, fired until the rebel dropped, and looked for the next. We killed so many of them, but they kept coming. They seemed to wash over their own dead, a relentless tide of killers desperate to reach us. Our forces were in trouble.

			Cries of “Medic!” echoed up and down our line. There were too many cries for those with the necessary training and still alive to reach.

			On my HUD, red leej names blinked and faded out. Coyle. Malloy. Ortiz. On and on. I had to toggle off the updates. Virgil was right… worrying about the dead would have to wait. I needed to focus on the fight in front of me. Blind to the overall battle, I focused on the leejes closest to me. Acquire target, eliminate—next target. I fired and fought. Move, kill, advance. My vision tunneled until all I could see was the next slavering hyena.

			“Where’s that buzz ship?” I heard Captain Archer shouting over the comm.

			We needed it. Badly.

			 The blare of a fog horn brought my head snapping around to the mountain ridge to see what caused the noise. 

			“Oba!”

			The trampling of hundreds of feet followed the horn as the mounted warriors from the opposite ridgeline rushed down the slope toward us 

			“There’s more of them!” shouted a leej.

			“Too many!” yelled another.

			Crap—not what we needed! 

			I started tracking the nearest mounted Arthava, when one of the cultist MCR pukes fighting amid our ranks hit me in the bucket. I stumbled but managed to keep my feet, barely. 

			The fuzzy tried to brain me again, but I dodged and stepped into his attack, elbowing him in the gut then kicking him in the groin. He lost his balance, and I took advantage of the space to bring up my blaster and fire in his face. Whirling back around, I looked for another immediate threat. 

			I couldn’t believe what I saw.

			Wielding blasters, spears, and everything in between, the mounted Arthava assailed their MCR counterparts. 

			“Don’t shoot the riders!” I yelled into the open L-comm.

			With the help of our new allies, Rage Company turned the tide of the battle. Soon the MCR was retreating up the hill with the mounted Arthava in hot pursuit. The mounted warriors wore handsewn furs and were bundled up from paw to ear. Many of these forces slung their blasters in favor of throwing primitive spears. They were deadly accurate, and speared rebels dropped to the ground, unmoving. 

			“Aww, yeah!” Padagas hollered into the open comms.

			The strangers let their charkas join the fray. One angry mount reared back and swiped its massive paw across the bellies of several rebels at once. The creature wasn’t satisfied with that but started to eat the screaming Arthava. Blood flew everywhere as the battle swirled around the hungry charka. 

			“LR-24, halt your forces!” Captain Archer roared order over the L-comm, cutting through the battle fog.

			That command brought me back from the brink. 

			My men were pursuing the fleeing MCR, shooting them in the back as they fled. They were almost as wild as our newfound Arthavan cavalry, and I was right in the middle of them. I desperately wanted to track those krankers down and slaughter them all. They’d killed so many of my friends. 

			“Sir,” I panted out. “Yes, sir.”

			I keyed in my section comm. “1st Section! Halt and re-form lines!”

			My NCOs echoed the call and I watched during a few tense moments to see if my legionnaires would obey, or follow that darker instinct of mankind and continue in the shedding of blood. Slowly, they turned back, leaving the rout for the Arthavan cavalry.
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			“Consolidate on me!” bellowed Archer over the L-comms.

			Up and down the line, section leaders echoed the orders. 

			With the aid of our unlikely new allies, the battle had turned. The enemy had broke and run, and now our mounted allies were hot on their heels. 

			“Look at ’em go!”

			“Hot damn!”

			The cheers grew, following the fleeing forces until they reverberated off the mountains. Once the screaming died down, I assessed the situation. We’d lost nine leejes from my section, and another eleven were wounded. Other squads were hit harder. The attack had been a cluster, from start to finish. The ambush was perfectly planned and their use of wave tactics paid off in steep leej losses. We fought like demons, and the rebels bled heavily for each leej they took off the chessboard. 

			But this was their planet. And there were more of them than there were of us.

			“Rebels don’t fight like this,” said Santos, sounding confused as he shook his head.

			“Affirmative,” said Dwyer. “Haven’t fought like this since we encountered the donks at Zastos.”

			Santos laughed. “Oba… you’re old, sergeant! That was thirty years ago!”

			Growling, Dwyer picked up a nearby rock and threw it at Santos as he went about tending to our wounded. The corporal ducked the projectile and laughed again.

			“Careful, old man, you’ll pull a muscle!”

			The show of morale was something. Because on paper, things weren’t looking good. We’d become an overstrength company after we’d absorbed Dragon Company. Now we were smaller, much smaller. Even after consolidating squads, we were down to an anemic four squads in my section. 

			“Virgil,” I asked, joining the sergeant’s side, “are we as hosed as it looks?”

			“Worse.”

			His simple reply chilled me to the bone. 

			“We’re down to fifteen squads, sir. Most of those have holes in the roster you could drive a dozer through. Cut off, in enemy country, and forced to scrounge from enemy dead.”

			He paused to pour rockwell powder on the plasma burn on Stern’s leg. With hardly any skinpacks left, we were resorting to last ditch—and painful—alternatives to helping our wounded. Stern shrieked until he passed out from the pain. 

			Dwyer put his hands on his hips while Stern was carried to the casualty collection point set up by Doc Tran. “But that’s why we get to call ourselves leej, Fetch. Situations like this are where we shine. You’re doin’ fine, kid. We’ll get through this, then we’ll make ’em pay, sir.” 

			I thought about his words while the computer in my bucket began shifting troops around to optimize our chain of command. Quickly presenting options for my approval and then logging those decisions for the battle net.

			I used my command access to check on Archer because he was showing as wounded in my HUD. His shiny leej armor experienced a catastrophic failure after one hit. It didn’t kill him, but he’d need knee surgery to walk normally again. All Doc Tran could do was give him a shot of pain meds and slap a precious skinpack on the wound.

			“Captain Archer,” I said, “what are our orders on those new friendlies? Are we waiting for them to return and see what’s what?” 

			“No,” Archer growled into the L-comm, his voice heavy with pain. “We need to get out of this kill zone, yesterday. The fuzzies have retreated, but we’re twarg-stomped if they come back. Time to move on, but make sure we’re prepared to get back into the fight. LR-01, out.”

			I saw Corporal Pool running by me at that moment and waved him over. 

			“Corporal Pool, I want you and Gladiator Squad to collect all of the gear you can from our dead. They don’t need it anymore. Put everything in a pile near the CCP and get it done fast. Sergeant Dwyer will be over to sort things out and you don’t want to make him wait.”

			“Yes, sir! Gladiators…”

			Corporal Pool sounded harried as he began issuing orders to his squad. While he set his men to their task, I checked on the status of my own gear. 

			“Give me OES,” I said into my bucket.

			The HUD responded:

			 

			Operational Effectiveness Status:

			 

			LARK, operational, 97% ...

			NM-4, operational, 76% ...

			 

			The list went on, but I ignored everything after that.

			“End report.”

			Sometimes the AIs running our buckets glitched, so I’d eyeball the situation myself. But those first two, my armor and my rifle… I wanted more than one opinion on their status.

			Once my gear was squared away, which hadn’t taken very long, I followed my HUD to Captain Archer. He was near the medivac station, loopy from pain drugs.

			“Sir, we need to get the shuttle back down here. The sooner we pass off our wounded, the sooner we can continue the mission,” I said.

			“Negative, Ghost Rider,” he slurred. “Quarters are too tight, pilot can’t land. We’ll eat the Arthava and bury the dead. Go mark the location for Fleet to retrieve the bodies, they might be hungry too.”

			What the hell? I thought. Those meds must be strong.

			“Sir—” I put in, using my most diplomatic tone.

			He smacked away my hand. “Challen didn’t make it, but we won’t eat him. Still, I’ll need you to assume command of his section. The Republic needs you! Let’s get our wounded to Camp Jericho, you hear me?” 

			I saw Doc Tran looking at me, but whatever expression he wore under his helmet was a mystery to me. I’m thinking he was as concerned as I was about the captain giving orders in this state.

			I didn’t want to hear this; our leejes needed medical care and our combat medics could only do so much. It wasn’t the captain’s fault, but it was a crappy situation all around. 

			“You could relieve him,” Virgil said, popping into a private L-comm.

			“We’re not there yet, Sergeant.”

			My answer sounded stiff, even to my own ears. I wanted to complain about the situation, but Archer was high and I was a leej. Legionnaires don’t whine; we left that to the marines. Leejes got the job done. 

			“We’ll monitor the situation, reassess as needed.”

			I hoped that was good enough for Virgil, because it was all I had in me. 

			Oba, please just make me a private again, I prayed. 

			The Man—or Woman—up there didn’t answer, but I wasn’t really expecting him to. That was the moment that I developed a whole new respect for the officers who led us. Not the points—those were a crapshoot—but those who’d managed to claw their way up from the ranks.

			“Move with a purpose!” some sergeant shouted as we processed the field and buried our dead under a cairn of rocks.

			“Do you wanna join ’em?” Corporal Pool shouted when one of his leejes sat down to rest. 

			It took hours for us to cover our dead in the loose rocks. It was an ugly job, but we hoped it’d keep the scavengers at bay. We passed from morning into the midday before we were ready to continue the mission. Prior to starting the march again, the mounted warriors returned. 

			So much for getting out of that kill zone now.

			Sket.

			One of the Arthava stopped in front of me. He was tall, taller than most of the others. Over his fur were handsewn robes and garments made of leather and furs of animals I couldn’t recognize. While they were all pretty much dressed like this, the one before me seemed to be more elaborate. I assumed he was their chieftain. But that was a complete guess. The locals we expected to encounter were like those murdered in the city. Civilized. This group had a wild, barbarian feel to them.

			The chieftain spoke in a strange dialect. I didn’t know if it was a translation issue with my bucket, but I wasn’t sure what he was saying exactly. His growls were sent back in a very formal-sounding standard.

			“I see your head covering has markings different from the rest,” he growled. “You must be the Great Chief for these warriors in tan and black. We have much to discuss.”

			“Good afternoon, sir,” I said. “I’m an officer in the 9th Legion, but the burden of overall command rests with another. Let me take you to Captain Archer.”

			I don’t know why I tried to mimic his speech patterns. Maybe for the same reasons people speak loudly and slowly to people who are blind? I felt like a fool the moment the words had left my lips and was thankful my bucket hid my blush.

			The chieftain followed me in total silence, even his mount didn’t make a sound. It was unnerving how quietly his charka moved.  

			Captain Archer was still resting when we found him, nearly asleep.

			“Hearty greetings to the enemy of mine enemy!” the chieftain’s voice boomed. “We would offer you our lives and spears in this war against the mutilators of the sacred womanhood. Let us escort you to your destination. For this battle, we shall interlock our shields and bring justice to the Great Mother Rhyssis Wan.”

			Captain Archer seemed taken aback, but he was a consummate politician if not soldier and recovered quickly. I could see how the man had earned his appointment into the 71st Legion. 

			“I do not have the authority to place civilians in harm’s way.” Captain Archer slurred his words, though he seemed otherwise coherent. “But the House of Reason thanks you for your assistance. The Legion will handle it from here.”

			I watched dumbfounded as the captain politely but firmly turned away the help that could be the difference between living and dying. We were bleeding forces—people I knew. They weren’t just fellow soldiers, they were my family, friends, and neighbors. We played in the same recreational leagues. We’d known each other for years. A leej often spent his entire twenty-plus-year career in the same company. Sometimes even the same squad. I felt each loss like a blow to the heart, but I knew I didn’t have time to dwell about that. I needed to get those of us who were still holding blasters to Camp Jericho, so we could live. 

			Hopefully we’d get reinforcements at the Army base, maybe even get pulled off the line to somewhere safe. I was confident that we’d win. If the Repub couldn’t handle capturing one rebellious planet, it meant that the MCR were right. 

			They couldn’t be right.

			Not after what they’d done on Kublar. 

			No, we needed to win. The MCR were evil. Their actions had shown me that beyond any shadow of a doubt. It was only a question of how many of us would live to see the victory parades.

			The Repub needed her leejes to stand fast, hold the line. My fellow citizens needed us, they needed us on the wall. They just didn’t want to know how the sausage was made. So, I bit my tongue, saluted, and left Archer and the stunned Arthavan to return to where my section was gathered.

			“Listen up, 1st Section,” I said. “We’ll be merging with 3rd. Lieutenant Challen didn’t make it. I’m gonna need everyone to step up here. We move out in five mikes. Check your gear and grab something to eat. Dismissed.”

			While the men prepared to move, I took a seat on the ground and grabbed a bite of one our disgusting nutrition bars. They looked like what came out of the back end of a donk and tasted worse. But it was packed full of nutrients. In theory, one bar would keep you going all day long. Ignoring all the internal protests from my inner chef, I managed to get the gastronomic disaster into my gullet before I rejoined the troops. 

			My section ended up pulling rear duty again, but this time the pace was slower. We were limited by our wounded, who had to be carried on stretchers. We had to detail several able-bodied legionnaires to carry these injured leejes, creating a chain reaction of sucktastic fun. 

			We split up the gear from the stretcher bearers, so no one walked away unscathed. It was brutal, especially on the steeper parts of the mountains. What else could we do? We couldn’t leave the wounded; it wasn’t an option. Getting to a place where the shuttles could land was difficult, worse than even our cadre in Cally had prepared us for. Other than backtracking to where we’d staged before assaulting the guns, the only places available were the LZ or Kusiba. 

			“One step at a time, keep it up,” I panted, partly to encourage the other leejes, but mostly to keep my own feet moving. At this point I had two goals: getting the wounded to our shuttle and continuing our mission. The mission came first, so we continued heading toward the city of the dead.

			The sun was setting when we finally reached Kusiba. While we were en route the shuttle pilot had circled our marching line, ensuring we made it there safely. Not that it made any difference; the tree cover made them unable to provide much by way of support anyway.

			“Don’t fall back now, we’re almost there!”

			Once we got to the outer edges of Kusiba, we found an open area and the shuttle landed. The second the ramp dropped, several of the walking wounded from our first engagement staggered off the shuttle. They walked up to the closest officer they could find, me.

			Their spokesman saluted. “Sir, Gimp Detail reporting in for duty.”

			It was a poignant moment; those men were heroes I proudly call family.  

			Returning the salute, I managed to respond without tearing up. “Welcome back. We need every trigger puller we can get.”

			Once everyone who could exited the shuttle, we began the process of loading up the critically wounded. There were too many of them, and yet not enough. So many were dead. 

			Every once in a while, a wounded leej would get hurried onto the waiting bird a bit too quickly for my tastes. They would shout out in pain—the results of too few narcotics and too long a march.

			“Gentle now,” I shouted as the last of them were loaded up to return to whatever ground support base had been established. I knew they couldn’t be flying circles for fun, and with our guys limping off the ship, it was also evident that these shuttles weren’t returning to the ships in orbit.

			So where were they headed? I didn’t know. And when the men asked, I didn’t have an answer except, “So long as the pilots know, that’s all we need.”

			That’s one of the more frustrating things about fighting a war. There is just so much that you don’t know. So much trust is required. It gets hard, especially when things turn bad. 

			Every wounded brother tore at my heart, but the injured had a chance the dead would never get. Nobody had time to process those emotions, not with an enemy still out there somewhere. The raised altitude of Kusiba gave us a clear comms signal. We’d finally gotten in touch with General Ponce, the 9th’s commander, who gave Archer an update. I shamelessly listened in on that conversation. 

			“Well done, Captain. Your update was received. Adjusting your orders and using those guns saved the Cally Fleet.”

			“Thank you, General. We bled for that objective, we’re down to an understrength company. Any chance to divert from the previous objective?”

			“Negative. Legion wants answers from Camp Jericho. Continue the mission, I’ll try to get you reinforcements. But the rest of the 9th was hit hard too, so it might be awhile.”

			“How bad was it?” Archer asked.

			“Wave charges the likes of which we haven’t seen since the Savage Wars. With orbital control established, we’re all sending our wounded to the med bays on the Cambria.”

			“Any chance some of those fit to fight will make it back down, General?”

			“That’s up to Old Saw Bones, above my paygrade. Just continue the mission, KTF-style. 9th, out.”

			I wanted to ask, with orbital control ours again, if that meant we could finally get some kelhorned starfighter support. But I knew that chiming in would be a critical mistake.

			The surviving officers and NCOs were thrilled to hear that our actions at the rebel guns mattered, to hear about what we’d accomplished for the spacers in orbit. But we’d paid a steep price for it. And we couldn’t expect any help from the rest of the 9th Legion. Our leej brothers had their hands full. Rage Company was on our own. 

			I quickly moved to spread the good news, hoping that our boys would benefit from knowing how our actions had helped our brothers. We’d done something useful when we’d captured those orbital guns and turned them on the traitorous bastards. 

			“We broke the back of the ships that had lured us into that mine field,” I said. “Even took some prisoners.”

			“I volunteer for their firing squad, sir,” Dwyer threw in, his grim laughter showing little sign of mirth.

			“We’ll draw straws for the privilege,” I replied.

			I knew that we needed to boost the flagging morale. Being cut off and on our own was difficult for our leejes. I hoped that knowing what they’d accomplished would give meaning to it all, especially after having lost so many of our brothers. 

			It seemed to work. 

			Once we got the wounded onto the shuttle, Captain Archer ordered the pilot to take the shuttle back to Navy. They’d link up with our fleet in orbit while we bunked down in Kusiba, none of us eager to spend another night with the ghosts of the dead. The wounded turned out to be the lucky ones; they spent the rest of our campaign in the medical bay with cute navy nurses. The rest of us, we mucked around in the freezing mountains of Rhyssis Wan.

			“Corporal Pool, scout for a secure location,” I told ordered, “one we can easily rally at and defend.”

			“Roger, sir. But I’m thinking we can bunk down where we did last time, our defenses should still be built.”

			“Alrigh—”

			“Negative,” Sergeant Dwyer cut in. “If the enemy came in behind us, that location could be compromised. Find a new hidey hole.” 

			We could’ve used our local allies here; they’d have been able to help us find somewhere to hunker down. 

			“Stupid point,” I muttered to myself. But… I don’t know if I was really angry at Archer or at myself for going with a flawed plan so quickly and having to be corrected again by Sergeant Dwyer. I had the thought, and not for the first time, that Dwyer was the one who should have been promoted. Not me.

			My leejes searched for a camp site while I searched out Captain Archer.

			“Lieutenant Ocampo,” Archer said, some of the clarity back in his voice. “We’ve found some civilians huddled in one of the smaller buildings on the outskirts of town.”

			“Were they here the last time we rolled in?”

			“Not sure. It’s possible we just missed them, but I want you along to speak with them.”

			“They might have wandered back after the cultists culled the city.”

			“That’s a possibility, too.”

			I nodded and walked in stride with the captain before he added, “Let me do the talking, Ocampo. I don’t want another mix-up where we have to explain Republic wartime procedures to the natives.”

			“Aye, sir!”

			It was frustrating, Archer couldn’t seem to think outside of the constraints that the House shackled him with. Either way, I had to follow orders. We were honor bound to offer the civilians what little aid and comfort we had at our disposal. It wasn’t much, just the advice to hightail it out of town and hide until the planet was secured.

			When we got closer to the building where the civilians were clustered, a single Arthava approached us. She was clad in the same fur outfit that the mounted ones had worn. 

			“Greetings, Legionnaire. My father tells me you are fighting the ones who enacted the great purge on Kusiba?”

			“Yes, ma’am, we fight the traitorous rebels of the MCR and their cultist allies,” replied Captain Archer.

			“Then we are shield family,” she said. “Join with us to push them from Rhyssis Wan forever.”

			“Negative,” replied Captain Archer, a genuine sorrow in his voice. “You need to take your band of civilians and leave the region. Once the planet is secure, the House of Reason will send representatives to facilitate the rebuilding of a stronger Rhyssis Wan system, and more specifically the city of Kusiba.”

			“Your House of Reason is full of mewling cubs,” she said, “and holds not to the ways of honorable warriors. I am here to speak to you, a new ally.”

			I nodded along, knowing she was right. But Captain Archer didn’t consult my opinion.

			“I can only offer assurances that the Legion will secure your home for you. When we’ve destroyed the Rhyssis Wan cultists and their Mid-Core Rebellion allies, you can then negotiate with the politicians who will follow. I’m not authorized to offer you anything else. I’m sorry.” 
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			We left Kusiba the next morning, before the sun had crested the frost covered horizon. Unsurprisingly, we found our civilian allies had departed the city during the night. They left no trace that they’d ever been there, virtual ghosts. 

			“Creepy,” I muttered as I surveyed the abandoned city in the predawn light.

			The rest of the legionnaires of Rage Company were still shaking off their grogginess when we marched into the fog. I’d been up for over an hour. Rank has its privileges… right?

			“Pick up the pace,” Dwyer growled at everyone and no one. 

			We didn’t have far to go, but the terrain was treacherous, and we still had wounded leejes. Nothing so bad as before, but with our numbers so strained, anyone who could march on their own power and pull a trigger was coming along. 

			 Headquarters provided us an assault shuttle to give covering fire, before returning us to the 9th once we’d successfully captured Camp Jericho. 

			“If we capture it,” I muttered.

			“There’s a clearing three clicks ahead,” Captain Archer called into my comm. “Shuttle should be waiting for us there. Adjust course to the following.”

			I saw a new vector pop up on my HUD. A slight change of direction. Uphill, of course. We trekked on, one boot in front of the other until we reached the shuttle.

			The only real assistance the shuttle had been able to bring to the table was a resupply of blaster packs, nutrient bars, and whatever gooey nonsense that kept the medics doing their jobs. At least Doc Tran seemed thrilled with what was sent. Good enough for me. If Doc was happy, then my grunts were doubly pleased.

			“Ocampo, get that gear redistributed. LR-01, out.”

			Archer again, sounding more officious than he ever had. Pain was getting to him. I could handle the asshat mode, dealt with worse in the restaurant. Still, it was a letdown when I needed perking up the most.

			We hadn’t even handed out the last blaster charge pack when the captain gave the order to move out. More curt sentences, clipped with a funny accent I hadn’t noticed before. 

			“Ocampo, 1st has rear guard again. Check your HUD, the TO&E updated as well. LR-01, out.”

			In the final reshuffle to accommodate our wounded, I’d disbanded Gladiator Squad. Those leejes had been transferred to Lieutenant Larsen’s section and split up, filling out his own depleted teams. Larsen had a formidable fighting force at his disposal. And I… was given all the walking wounded. We labeled this collection of wounded warriors the Gimp Squad. The joke made by those exiting the shuttle was too good not to use again.

			One of my new leejes stumbled over what would otherwise be an easy branch to step over. He grabbed my kit to steady himself, nearly taking me down in the process. “Sorry, sir.”

			“All good, Private,” I said, once I righted myself and was sure that we weren’t both going down to take a snow bath.

			I watched as Sergeant Dwyer halted long enough to let the trailing reservists hobble past, and then reclose ranks. He never complained or grumbled about the men. They were true legionnaires, despite their reserve status. I stood a little taller when I had to stand bucket to bucket with men like that. 

			The trek out of Kusiba was exhausting. It was a constant starting and stopping as our line of advance struggled to maintain tactical spacing. I can’t explain why the constant starting and stopping was more exhausting than just pushing on, but it was. 

			As if that wasn’t miserable enough, we again had hostiles trying to kill us. I don’t know how they were managing it, because we never saw them on our HUDs. Probably more of those bio-sig suppressing liners in their clothing.

			We should’ve gotten some warning, but our screens remained blank. Our front line walked right into an ambush. It was textbook—I didn’t think that the rebels had it in them. The Repub propagandists certainly never let on that the Arthava were this competent.

			“Contact!” yelled a leej from the front.

			“Where’s it coming from?” I called back, watching my HUD for the battle net to update.

			I couldn’t sit back doing nothing.

			Doctrine said I should hold tight, secure the rear of our perimeter while the men in the thick of it took the brunt of the attack. That was something I couldn’t do. 

			“Movement to contact,” I said into 1st’s L-comm. Don’t know how I managed to sound so calm.

			Panting from his mad sprint toward the front of our stretching line, Dwyer said, “Stay back, sir. I’ll lead the assault.” 

			“Follow me!” I yelled as I ran, picking up my speed in the steep decline.

			I could hear Dwyer curse over the L-comm and that immediately made me second-guess my decision. I wasn’t just ignoring his directive, I was ignoring Legion doctrine meant to protect all of the company from disaster.

			Luckily for me, I made the right decision; otherwise, the political pukes would’ve hung me out to dry. No. I’m giving myself an out that I don’t deserve. The Legion would have hung me out to dry and they’d have been right to do so. You do what you think is best at the time.

			My HUD came to life with targeting updates.

			 

			Combat protocols initiated. Enemy movement detected.

			 

			“Now you work,” I muttered.

			The rebels were hitting the front of the line hard. According to the stream of data now flooding my HUD, casualties were low, but we weren’t in a position to meet our objective if the wounded piled up, unable to move on their own power. I turned my section over to Corporal Santos, and then rushed up with Chaos and Lance Squads.

			“Try not to do anything dumb, sir,” Santos hollered at our backs.

			“Good advice, LT,” Dwyer added. ”Maybe listen to it this time!”

			Our tactical assault down the path was horrid—definitely not textbook. No instructor in the galaxy would call it anything other than a lesson on what not to do. We moved quickly down the narrow, winding path toward where our fellow leejes were being hit. I knew from my training that we shouldn’t have used the roads to travel, but the terrain didn’t give us much choice. 

			“Almost there,” I told the two squads with me.

			“Watch your footing,” Dwyer encouraged us, as we kept moving toward the objective.

			I reviewed the footage from our leejes in contact with the enemy, while trying to simultaneously move up the road. We had to relieve our troops at the front. We needed to give the rebels another target, so the rest of Rage Company could kill them. KTF and continue the mission. 

			I needed more information to formulate a plan, so I had my bucket’s AI run a tactical analysis of the data. The enemy had mined the road ahead, forcing Captain Archer and our front element to halt. The lead element had tried assessing the situation. Textbooks would’ve told Archer to determine if the mines could be cleared, or if they’d have to go around them. Archer was a point; he’d do it by the book unless doing otherwise was a good career move. Sadly, the bad guys had read the same books. 

			“Virgil, can we blow the mines and charge through the kill zone?”

			“No, it could trigger a landslide. Buried alive under tons of rock, having the life slowly crushed out of you, would be unpleasant, sir.”

			Damn it.

			Skimming the footage, I saw what happened. As Archer stood around discussing how best to handle the obstacle, the rebel Arthava opened fire. The MCR pukes had picked and bracketed the spot flawlessly. It was the perfect spot, situated on a bend in the road, one with a steep drop on the other side. The enemy had placed crew-served blasters on the flanks to pin us in a kill zone, with plenty of trigger pullers in between to pick the rest of us off. 

			Moving the toggle, I checked every angle on the map interface. Some of Archer’s lead element had managed to charge toward the fuzzies, finding cover in the drainage ditch that ran parallel to the enemy’s guns. It wasn’t much, but it kept them back and bought us time. 

			“Bear Claw 3, this is LR-24,” I called in to the pilot. “Request fire suppression on the following—”

			The new pilot cut me off before I could finish my request for air support.

			“Negative, LR-24, unless you want a rockslide on your laps. You’ll have to shake them off that rise yourself.”

			I cursed up a storm from the privacy of my bucket, and then began reanalyzing the data. My HUD lit up a vivid blue while I was processing the information. The computer had found an alternate path running parallel to the road, one the naked eye had missed. It was likely how the enemy had gotten to their position. The slope of the path led upward—this had to be how the rebels had reached their location, it had to be. I gestured for my squad NCOs to fall in on me. While they took a knee and assumed the standard defensive position, I reviewed the plan over their squad L-comm.

			“Lance Squad, listen up. You’re gonna follow me up this path, I’ve marked it on your HUD. Chaos, bring up the rear. Hold your fire until we’re close. Fire only on my command. If they see us, we’ll return fire and withdraw. We need to take out that crew-served blaster before they know we’re there, or we all die. Let’s do this—KTF!”

			I headed up the slope, picking my steps carefully. Any little noise could alert the hyenas to our sneak attack. Maybe it was overkill, what with the cacophony of the ambush drowning us out, but I just couldn’t risk it. Not with so much riding on our actions. We moved slowly and methodically up the path, the ground slick with the thawing ice as the midday sun melted the ground frost.

			The closer we got, the slower we moved, and the louder the battle raged. I could hear the Arthava cultists hurling insults at our leejes down below. Our buckets dutifully translated each one. 

			I saw red. All pretense of tactical movements disappeared. In a moment of fury, I charged the last few meters up the slope. I might have screamed my own vulgarities in response, I can’t remember. I probably said things I wouldn’t want my wife to hear come from my mouth, but I really cannot remember the specifics. 

			What I do remember was tossing one of my last grenades—an incendiary—among the rebels firing the crew-served blaster. The Arthava loader noticed it, but it was too late. It exploded with a massive fireball, sending super-heated plasma in every direction. I’d thrown it dangerously close, but my LARKs protected me from my own exuberance. The unarmored cultists weren’t so fortunate. 

			“Better luck next time, kranker!”

			I ran forward, firing my blaster at the rebels in their neat little lines, the rest of my squads following suit. I gunned down a few of them before they reacted. By the time they’d recognized the threat, they had no ability to turn the other crew-served weapon on us. They barely had time to cover themselves from our charge. Running ahead, we were soon among them, standing with them as we fired.

			“Get your credit’s worth!” I roared at them.

			We’d had that motto beaten into our heads during close quarters combat training. In aggregate, the Caledonian monarchy paid two-tenths of a credit per blaster bolt. Charge packs weren’t cheap. The Legion had taught us to fire two pairs of bolts into their chest. Center mass, always center mass. Those four shots were to be followed up with a blast to the head of the foe, before we took the fight to the next target of opportunity. Added up, each dead enemy cost the Republic a little over a credit in pure energy. 

			I kept firing until I was too close to a snarling Arthava to continue using my blaster. I wasn’t concerned about being unable to shoot the kranking traitor. A leej is a versatile warrior and we had other weapons at our disposal. I flipped my bulky NM-4 blaster and swung it at the rebel’s snout. 

			“Die!” I bellowed in rage, swinging my impromptu war club at the fuzzy in front of me. 

			Lance and Chaos Squads flowed around me as they joined the melee. I hit the Arthava in his furry face, screaming my anger at those we’d lost. I cried and swung and cried some more. When I looked down and saw pulp where his head had been, I moved on to the next rebel. He was crouched behind a big boulder, firing at my leejes. He was so focused on those legionnaires closest to the crew-served weapons that he forgot about me. His mistake.

			“For Cally!”

			I charged ahead, pressing the trigger. I wanted to deliver lethal bolts of energy into the very teeth of these traitorous clints. Except nothing happened. I’d broken my blaster when I’d pulverized the skull of the last dirty twarg. I stopped and checked the battery pack. It was oozing its coolant gel. 

			Cursing, I chucked it at the enemy and knelt down to snag a one of the blasters off a dead Arthava—that seemed better than going to my sidearm; I wanted the extra power another rifle would bring me. Rearmed, I fired until the target dropped. I advanced the entire time, until I was within arm’s reach of another downed rebel. Staring into the eyes of the wounded cultist traitor, I watched him suffer. The battle around me ceased to exist; it was just me and the murderer. I brought the blaster up to my shoulder and fired one final bolt. It landed squarely between his eyes, causing his head to explode.

			Ignoring the orange blood everywhere, I scanned for my next target. Except there were none. My leejes had hit ’em like a wrecking ball. Every rebel krank was down. Some were still twitching, but they were down. Rage Company knew what to do, and soon blasters fired their final bolts. 

			We began to clean up. A single shot and another enemy stopped twitching, and we moved on to the next traitor.

			We continued systematically until every single rebel was dead. We couldn’t take prisoners and we weren’t feeling charitable. Those traitorous twarg haulers owed us a steep debt, and they paid it with a blaster bolt to the cranium. When the last rebel was out of the fight, I moved on to policing up the battlefield. 

			“Sergeant Navin, have Lance Squad search for anything. I mean anything—let the Brass figure out what intel matters.”

			“Roger!”

			In the end, the only surprising piece of information we found was on the leader of the dead rebels. Well, we assumed he was the leader because his black and white cammies had some shiny emblem on the breast pocket. He had the codes needed to listen to our fleet communications.

			“LR-01, we’ve got a situation here,” I said over the L-comm. “Sir, I’ve scanned the documents with my bucket and forwarded all of the data to you. The important takeaway is that Fleet comms aren’t secure.”

			“Thanks, but we already knew they were listening in,” replied Captain Archer. 

			I was shocked, though I supposed I shouldn’t have been. Not like that info was critical to tell a lowly lieutenant like me. 

			“Sir, Lance and Chaos Squads are good to go,” I said, unsure of what else to add now that the additional triumph I’d secured beyond stopping the ambush turned out a bust. “The rest of my two sections are still in the rear and only saw minor action. My boys will be ready to go in five mikes. LR-24, out.”

			There was a distinctive double-clicking sound, so I knew Captain Archer had switched to a private comms channel. I toggled the switch inside my bucket with my tongue, and sure enough he was waiting for me on a secure channel.

			“Fetch,” Archer said quietly, “mind if I call you that? Of course you don’t. We lost Larsen and Peck. We’re the only two officers left alive in Rage Company. I’ll handle the front, you keep monitoring our rear. I’ve given you access to regimental and Legion comms channels, but unless I’m dead, ignore it. We’ve only got fourteen squads left, and half of our leejes are nursing some sort of injury. It’s looking grim, but just keep KTF-ing. Good leejes never die alone!”

			“Right, we’re always with our brothers,” I replied.

			“Negative, we’re always surrounded by spent charge packs and the bodies of our enemies.”
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			“Doc, is he gonna make it?”

			Tran didn’t bother looking up as he continued applying pressure to the wound on Aidan Maas’s throat. It was a desperate losing battle; throat wounds never seem to seal up properly. I didn’t expect much, but Doc Tran had worked miracles before.

			“Fetch, sir… he’s not gonna pull through,” Virgil said from behind me. “Seen it a hundred times before. Your men, the living ones, they need you.”

			I knew he was right, and the doc’s body language only reinforced what Sergeant Dwyer was telling me. But I had to ask, hoping I was wrong. I wanted to be wrong. Aidan had enlisted when I did, a chance for a better life. Service in the Cally Reserves gave him access to better housing, better food, better everything. Like many of the leejes in the 9th, he’d enlisted for his family. Sure, the House and all the patriotic prose made for good recruiting holos… but leejes mostly joined for a better life. Or to avoid prison—like I’ve said over and over, the Cally Reserve Legion is a totally different animal from the Legion proper.

			It ended up taking us longer than five minutes to get our wounded situated. We used the last of our skinpacks treating them. We were going through them quickly, dangerously so. We still hadn’t reached our objective, and already we had suffered heavy injuries. 

			Doc Tran stood up, his eyes still fixed on Aidan’s throat to see whether the skinpack would do the job. “Sir, that last resupply is pretty much spent after this ambush. If we don’t get more med supplies soon, there is nothing I can do for Aidan or for anyone else who gets wounded here on out.”

			“Not sure what I can do, Doc, “ I replied, as worried as he was. “I’ll prioritize the supply list in the command HUD interface. Best I can do.” 

			We couldn’t keep this up. Our LARKs dispersed the effect of blaster bolts, but that didn’t mean we walked away unscathed. Get hit in the right place and you’ll end up with a gnarly burn that requires a skinpack. Get hit in the wrong place and we’re talking massive tissue trauma and burn damage. Those injuries add up, and over time our medic worked his way through the meager med supplies we’d received. 

			Tran was unwavering in expressing his need. “Do the best you can, then do better. I need supplies, sir.”

			He was right. Tran was one of the best combat medics in the 9th and was a nurse when we weren’t playing weekend warriors. He had just been accepted into medical school when the call came. Now he played lick and stick for the dead and dying.

			“Doc, I updated the command HUD interface. In the meantime, we’ll organize another burial party.”

			His grunt was the only answer I received. 

			When the last of our wounded were treated, we redistributed their gear for what felt like the millionth time. We had to lighten the load of our wounded in an effort to allow them to keep up. It felt like every time we turned around, we had more leejes getting hurt. 

			“The entire mission is cursed,” I muttered.

			“Stop it,” I replied.

			Great. I was talking to myself. Answering myself. I’d lost it. But I had to push that thought from my head; defeatism was a surefire way to get my boys killed. They counted on me, and I’d personally promised the wives of my original command, Berserker Squad, that I’d bring them home. I’d already failed in that mission; we’d lost Morris, Schultz, Olvera, Moore, and Trueblood. I needed to knuckle down, or more would die.

			“LR-01, sir, check your map overlay. There’s a valley ahead that a shuttle could land in. We need to get these wounded to the Cambria, or they’ll die. Want me to call Fleet?”

			He took my blatant hint.

			“I’ll handle it, Fetch.”

			Our shuttles couldn’t land on these steep hills, but that valley ahead could be their salvation. We could send off the wounded there, before the final push to Camp Jericho. We just had to hump twenty klicks across the worst mountains on this side of the galaxy. 

			Piece of cake.

			Cake.

			Great, that made my mouth water. Those nutrient bars weren’t cutting it.

			I got my head back in the game. I had to focus on the mission. An arduous twenty klicks. On the flats at home, twenty klicks would be an easy day. Not so much in these steep mountains. The cold continued to multiply our misery. But it was worse for the injured; their armor was compromised, their synthprene undersuits torn or burned away, and their bodies were damaged. I can’t imagine the biting cold they had to endure on top of everything else they had to deal with. It was bad enough with a fully functional kit.

			Worn and bedraggled, Rage Company pressed on to our next objective. The klicks dragged on, one step blending into the next. We kept our tactical posture, but I’m not sure how attentive we were. I often wonder if they’d hit us then, could we have fended off the attack? I don’t know, but our shuttle stayed overhead like a comfort blanket. But then again, it was there last time we got into it and couldn’t fire for fear of burying us all in a landslide… 

			“Is it worse than Zastos yet, Sarge?” Santos asked quietly, breaking the monotony of the hike.

			“The Op is young, Corporal. The Op is young.”

			Virgil’s answer brought cold comfort that not even the frozen terrain could compete against. Every step brought us up a slope and then down the other side. Going downhill was the worst, especially where the rocks were slick. We slowed down even further to keep from slip-sliding down the slope. Still we pressed on.

			“Santos, you ever try the LT’s cooking?” Sergeant Michael Conn asked.

			“No, I missed that day. How bad was it?”

			“Well… I did volunteer for seconds of the mess hall sludge, just to avoid it. Sorry, sir.”

			“Not my fault you’re an uncultured swine, Michael,” I replied. “If I’d known, I could’ve fed you the dog chow we keep for our patron’s pets.”

			We’d been going for four hours, the terrain and our wounded slowing us down to a mere three klicks an hour. The beat-up leejes were barely able to make that pace and were sucking wind from the exertion. Even the able-bodied leejes were slowed by the extra kit they’d shouldered to relieve their wounded brothers, not to mention the stretchers carrying those hurt too bad to march. 

			We were falling behind, but I made no effort to speed up our line of march. I wasn’t sure Rage Company could stand the added pressure. We were tough, but couldn’t have gone any faster. We’d need every leej to be in top shape to survive what might be coming. 

			I remember Captain Archer trying to convince us that there’d be Repub Army guys waiting for us at Camp Jericho, but my gut said they were dead. If we were lucky, all we’d find were their ghosts. If not… the cultists would have a highly defensible position to use against us.

			The shuttle pilot, who had popped in and out of covering us from the air to refuel, called us as the sun began its descent behind the mountains. “LR-01, getting dark. We’ll start scouting for a suitable bivouac. Bear Claw 3, out.”

			“Affirmative.” The one word answer was all the wounded captain could manage.

			I couldn’t help but feel that this would have all been a lot easier if Archer had accepted the help of the loyalist Arthava. Would we have avoided the earlier ambush? Could our injured legionnaires have been in a better place if they’d had the tamed charka to ride? I’ll never know, but I was again reminded that we’d twice turned away the help of local warriors. 

			“Damn points,” I muttered. “We could’ve been riding in like conquering heroes.”

			Instead of enjoying allied campfires, we were in for a cold night. We couldn’t risk any visible heat sources, but at least we would be off our feet. We’d been forced to abandon some of our field gear so we could help the wounded, but there were enough mats and mobile tents to allow us sleep in shifts. The thin, insulated fabric would keep us off the cold, rocky soil.

			“LR-01, this is Bear Claw 3,” said the pilot over our secured comms line. “There’s a cavern about a klick northeast of your current location. I’ve verified that it’s clear of enemy activity and sent the data to your HUDs. Our shuttle’s running on empty and the cold is messing with the lateral repulsors. We have to get back to the squadron for a retrofit.”

			“Roger, Bear Claw 3. See you in the morning, we’ll move out just after dawn. LR-01, out,” replied Archer.

			Captain Archer sounded tired and resigned. We were on our own for the night. Not that there was much the shuttle could do against the enemy hiding among the trees, not without risking my leejes. We still hadn’t seen any atmospheric fighters. Intel said the fuzzy cultists had them, but they’d been wrong about so much on this Op already. 

			And then with the Navy having control of orbit, those fighters may have already been splashed somewhere else. I had to remind myself that this was all bigger than me and what I saw. You feel like your battle is the war… but it’s not.

			We plodded along toward the cavern where we’d be spending another night on Rhyssis Wan, too exhausted to put up a fight if the rebels attacked. I don’t think I’ll ever look at mountains or cold winter nights the same way again. That planet was brutal, sucking the life out of us. And to make it worse, we’d run out of kaff tabs the day before. 

			“Bear Claw 3,” I called as the shuttle roared overhead, departing from us. “Don’t forget the warm kaff with the morning turndown service. Maybe throw in a few donuts you spacers are famous for.”

			The pilot guffawed like I’d said something funny. “Drink your own kaff, ours is too good for you leej types.”

			“The end is nigh, and we’re out of the heavenly stuff. Lend us a helping hand, spacer,” I pleaded.

			The thought of that warm brew kept many of us going, except the odd crazies who preferred tea. We tried to be charitable to our less intelligent leej brothers. It was hard, though. Stupidity will only get you so far, even in the reserves.

			The thought of the dark ambrosia carried me the last klick toward the cave where we’d bunk down for the night. Every shadow held a cup, every rock a donut to pair with it. I knew I was hallucinating; the cold was playing tricks on my mind. The sleep sack I carried in my pack would be my salvation. 

			The lower leejes began to grumble as we drew closer. “Are we there yet, Dwyer?”

			The sergeant growled his reply loud enough to stave off any other questions of the kind. “Do you like living, Padagas?”

			“Yes, Sarge! I get to spend my days frolicking in the mountains with you! And my nights… oh my nights!”

			Any response was cut off when Captain Archer enthusiastically told the company over the L-comm that the lead element had secured the cavern. I yelled as loudly as the rest, though our buckets and strict radio discipline kept our cheers from giving away our positions. We’d made it, and within the hour had erected a temporary shelter, secured a perimeter, and were waiting out the night.

			I could barely stand upright as my men moved into the mouth of the cave. “Sergeant Dwyer, organize a watch rotation. Leave the wounded leejes off, let them rest.”

			“Roger, LT.”

			The rest of us would pay for it in the morning, but our wounded leejes needed to recover so they’d be fit to fight the next day. The narrow avenue of approach to the cave meant if the fuzzies hit us, we’d be toast. Best as our scouts could determine, it was one way in and one way out. Your classic death trap. Our salvation could be our doom if the MCR attacked, but we rolled the dice and prayed for the best. 

			If there was a bright side, it was that the lack of escape routes did mean that we could limit the guard mount, letting more of us sleep. I munched on a nutrition bar as I set up my tent, before taking the first watch. I paced for several hours, through the first three shifts. I wanted my boys to rest; we’d need to be sharp tomorrow. 

			When my eyes started drooping, I knew my body couldn’t do any more. I woke the relief and crawled into my tent. It was already warm, thanks to the other leejes who’d crammed themselves in. I basked in the joy of that feeling. It was designed to house two leejes, but we’d be cramming four into each of the tents, letting us share body heat. We’d stripped off most of our kit, letting the glorious dome of wonder, otherwise known as our tent, work its magic.

			Morning came too soon, followed by cold water and more bland nutrition bars. We were up before the sun. Leaving our warm tents to don our LARKs was pure torture. The cold was biting, sapping your will to live. Taking a morning piss was horrific. We endured it, along with all of the accompanying discomfort, with our usual aplomb. 

			Once everyone in both of my sections was back in their armor, I clipped my bucket to my kit and went looking for Captain Archer. It wasn’t hard. He was one of the few remaining leejes from the 71st in our unit and his shiny armor stood out like a sore thumb. 

			“Sir, 1st and 3rd Sections are ready to go,” I said. “Gomez didn’t make it through the night.”

			Archer nodded grimly.

			“Any updates from the 9th?” I asked, desperate for some good news.

			Archer ignored my question. “We lost three from 4th Section—Osorio, Bello, and Etrone. They were loners. Wouldn’t join a cluster of leejes huddling together for warmth. Individualism is good, but not when taken to the extremes. They didn’t have to die. They froze to death from sheer stubbornness.”

			“I’m sorry, sir. I’ll organize the boys to strip their kit. We can send the bodies back to Fleet when the shuttle returns,” I replied.

			“Negative, Fetch. If the shuttle could have ferried bodies, it would have taken the wounded up with them last night. Bury them, mark the cords, and the Mortuary Affairs pukes can retrieve them later. Make it happen. I’ll see about getting the shuttle pilots on the horn.”

			“Yes, sir,” I replied.

			Saluting, I headed over to where my boys were eating. I nodded to Corporal Santos, tasking him with getting the bodies buried. We stripped the kit from our dead, cannibalizing their armor to repair the gear of their living brothers. It’s what all of us would’ve wanted, knowing our deaths saved other leejes. It didn’t take long since there were enough loose rocks on the floor to cover the bodies. We made it easy for whoever arrived to bring the bodies home and used the cave as an ad hoc mausoleum. We did the best we could, given the situation, and said a few words over the fallen.

			After sending their souls to Oba, we got back to the task of securing Camp Jericho. Locked and loaded, we departed our temporary home. Our blasters were fully energized, but I knew that didn’t mean much. They’d been periodically shooting half-charges since we’d landed on this frozen wasteland, depending on how cold things got. Good leejes had died for want of a capable weapon. They started working again after being warmed up, but those wasted bolts drained the charge packs. 

			Resupply was marked a few klicks northwest of us, so I double-checked every leej’s blaster. You could never be too careful, but I hoped we wouldn’t be hit on this leg of the trip. We made horrible time, but the sun was still up when we finally reached the so-called valley, which was basically a pass between the mountains, where we could offload our wounded. 

			“Think they’ll get the resupply right?” I asked Dwyer over a private L-comms channel.

			“Nah, expect the civvies in uniform to mess it up. If you’re wrong, great, but we’re too low on the criticals. We need food, water, kaff, and ammo.”

			“At least that pass is all that stands between us and a long trek up the mountain to Camp Jericho.” I pointed to a narrow path that snaked up the mountainside.

			“Check your map overlay again, sir. We’re moving uphill again and the incline is gonna wipe all of us out before we reach the top.”

			“Happy thoughts, Virgil. Knowing that the end is in sight will lift our spirits.”
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			All of us were exhausted when we reached the valley.

			I patched into the L-comm and sent a message to Captain Archer.

			“LR-01, we should hold back from the valley. Stay under the cover of these trees,” I said. “Send the drones out, verify things for ourselves.”

			“Agreed, send out the drones. I’ll patch into the feed and decide accordingly. LR-01, out.” 

			I toggled my tongue and got Padagas on the comms.

			“LR-133, drones out. We need to see what’s out there,” I said.

			While Padagas sent the drones airborne, I began checking on Gimp Squad. It had grown to twice the size of a standard squad, as the injuries added up. Doc was tending to them with his usual brisk bedside manner, and most were doing well. 

			“Not much longer until you men are heading up for a nice hospital ship,” I told the group.

			The knowledge that they’d soon be getting treated buoyed the mood of the wounded until they were almost jovial. Most of them figured they’d be treated on some naval ship, get a hot meal before being covered in skinpacks and sent back to the field. We didn’t blame Gimp Squad for wanting to leave; they were a liability. I knew that they’d feel worse about departing than we would.

			“Fetch—” started Padagas.

			“Radio discipline, you were trained better, LR-133! It’s LR-24—sir, even,” I snapped.

			“Roger, LR-24,” said a chastened Padagas. “I’ve scanned the area, nobody’s out there. Fleet would’ve alerted us to an air presence, so I focused on looking for fuzzy ground troops. We’re good to go, sir.”

			I didn’t bother responding, but sent his update to Captain Archer while surveying the valley. We were a quarter klick up the slope, shielded by the winter fir trees. The valley was wide, maybe half a klick. 

			“Just because we can’t see them, doesn’t mean the fuzzies aren’t out there somewhere. Stay frosty,” Dwyer ordered.

			With the death of Top, Virgil had taken over as senior NCO for Rage Company. Nobody had officially appointed him to the role, and he wasn’t the only sergeant left in the company. But Dwyer was a naturally charismatic NCO. Given his years of experience, his advice carried extra weight.

			“You heard the sergeant—eyes on the prize,” the captain growled over the comm.

			The expanse of open land was rocky, and my HUD began noting several places where ankles might be twisted. A narrow road wound through the valley, and a few trees littered the area, but otherwise it was a wide-open plain. Such a weird concept, after several days marching under trees and in the mountains. 

			“LR-24, move out with the wounded legionnaires,” Captain Archer ordered. “Secure an LZ but stay close to us so you can pull back to the tree line if needed. The shuttle will land when you give the all clear.” 

			“Roger, sir,” I replied.

			“There’s some good news, too: the pilots scrounged up reinforcements for us. Load the shuttle, then pull back to us once the ship’s airborne.” 

			Archer sounded cautiously optimistic. Good—we needed that after the tough road we’d traveled. Grunting, I double-clicked the toggle to acknowledge his order. 

			“Dwyer… don’t let the boys shoot themselves in the foot while I’m gone. Santos, on me.”

			“On the way,” Santos replied, all business.

			“Organize the reinforcements once they disembark, any supplies they bring too. Oba only knows what Fleet sent them with.”

			 “Look alert,” Santos called into the L-comm, turning around to look at the gathered wounded. “And smile for those pretty nurses.”

			“Let’s roll,” I said, cutting off any excess chatter.

			We moved out tactically, scanning the area around us. We kept our communication to hand-and-arm signals. The valley was devoid of activity, and within a few minutes we’d secured a landing zone. I kept it tight, just large enough for an ALTO to touch down. That was good. It meant we’d get reinforced by something larger than the single squad a shuttle could deliver.

			When we were set, I used my tongue to toggle the prearranged signal to Captain Archer and waited for the shuttle. We felt the air pressure change as the bird screamed down. About time. It was a classic hot drop maneuver, one we’d seen hundreds of times in training. 

			“Head on a swivel. If the fuzzies are gonna hit us, it’ll happen now,” Santos cautioned the detail.

			Before the dust settled, the ramp dropped from the back of the shuttle and a company of Repub marines poured out. 

			The leejes groaned. 

			“Bloody hell, marines?”

			“Stow it, Stern,” Santos growled before I could. “Don’t make me regret not sending you out with the gimps.”

			Standing up from my crouch, I strode over to the marine commander. Checking my HUD, I saw that he was Captain Stanton. Curious, I moved my tongue, and pulled up his file. He was the commander of Red Company, 3/4th SOAR. 

			I whistled to myself, thinking, The navy must think we’re in trouble if they sent a company of Special Orbital Assault Regiment marines. I hadn’t even realized that we’d had any on board, but my experience was limited. 

			“Fleet sends their compliments,” Captain Stanton said as his marines fanned out to reinforce our perimeter. “Said you ladies need the Men’s Department to come straighten out this mess you’ve made.”

			“That’d be the day the Legion needs bailing out from a bunch of Marines,” I replied.

			“You ain’t Legion. You’re reserves.”

			I bit my tongue before changing the subject. “Did they send you with my resupply?”

			Stanton didn’t reply, he merely pointed behind him where boxes of our equipment were stacked. I smiled to myself, glad that my bucket kept my facial expressions hidden.

			“Captain Archer’s compliments,” I said, nodding. “You’re to carry those boxes to the co-ords I marked on your HUD. Let’s establish a secure comm channel between your team and ours. I’ll follow you when I get the wounded handed over to the onboard medic.”

			Turning my back to him, I walked over to were Santos squatted. He wasn’t even trying to hide his body-shaking laughter as he observed the situation.

			“Damn, LT. That was ballsy,” Santos said, shaking his head. “Not saying the hullbuster didn’t have it coming, but they’re carrying the boxes to the rest of the company? Sleep with one eye open, LT. Those SOAR bubbas are no joke. Almost leejes.”

			“Maybe our inbred cousins?” I ventured.

			Santos laughed again. And that he was a real legionnaire treating me as a peer soothed some of the sting of what the marine had said. He stood up and clapped me on the shoulder, the mirth in his voice leaving completely. “Seriously, I’d still watch out.”

			I nodded to Santos before addressing my remaining detachment on the section L-comm. “Gimp Squad is loaded for transfer back to the Cambria. We’re pulling back to Captain Archer. Let’s not draw unnecessary attention. Move out, I’ll be right behind you.”

			I sprinted after my leejes, who were pulling back to the tree line. I knew the plan. The shuttle would return to drop off our wounded. 

			Captain Archer pinged my L-comm. “Got the word that we’re two hours solo until the assault shuttle can return. Something about a delay in retrofitting. Let’s not waste time. Once we sort out these supplies, we’re going to beat feet across the valley.” 

			“Roger, sir,” I said, still moving for the tree line.

			Padagas was scanning the perimeter, eyes up on the ridges as we pulled security for the marines hauling the resupply back to the tree line. “Think those Army bubbas are alive, Sergeant Dwyer?”

			“Negative, Padagas. They’re gone. We’re just investigating so the politicos can close out a line item. We’ll fill some body bags and wait for exfil. Now close your lips and move your feet.”

			My team returned to Rage Company, the marines with us. I turned and watched—the ALTO was spooling up, kicking up clouds of snow like a localized blizzard and sending pebbles clinking into the trees and mountainsides. There was still no sign of enemy activity, not that I expected any. The shuttle lifted off, while the captain figured out how he would fit Red Company into our command. We couldn’t be commanded by marine officers; the leejes wouldn’t stand for it. Heck, even as a sergeant I would not have been happy under the command of a non-legionnaire. 

			The marine company was full. They hadn’t lost people from combat attrition. And a SOAR regiment had twenty squads, four more than a fully staffed leej company normally staffed. I was also pretty sure they didn’t want to follow a leej officer. They probably felt the same about following our orders. We weren’t SOAR qualified, probably a cardinal sin for them. I was just glad I wasn’t the one who had to hash that out.

			Letting my mind wander, I almost missed Captain Archer’s request for a private chat. I’d been watching the slow lifting of the shuttle. 

			“You were supposed to maintain the LZ until the ALTO was airborne,” Archer snapped.

			“Yes, sir, but I didn’t have enough men to form an LZ once Gimp Squad left. So, I got my boys to safety and trusted the pilots would beat feet out of town,” I replied, frowning to myself inside my bucket.

			“Dammit, Ocampo! I keep giving you the benefit of—”

			Before Archer could finish, a single rocket streaked out from across the valley. There were shouts of alarm from the marines and legionnaires.

			I watched in horror as the rocket slammed into the port repulsor, sending it up in a ball of flames. Immediately the shuttle dipped as though it were going to roll on its side. The nose angled down and swung wide toward the canyon wall as its remaining repulsors screamed at maximum power trying to right the big ship.

			And then the canopy slammed into the wall, sending a sickening crunch as the metal crushed and twisted against the unyielding stone. The pilots were pulverized in an instant.

			That was the point of losing all hope of the ALTO surviving.

			The ship dropped, its remaining repulsors still functioning, sending it bouncing back and forth between the hard ground and surrounding canyon walls.

			I looked away, but my mind could imagine those legionnaires on board being thrown about violently. Slamming into each other, literally shaken and battered to death until the ship drove itself firmly and finally into the ground looking like a crushed egg.

			Secondary explosions boomed as the ALTO’s limited ordnance on board cooked off, catching the aft section of the craft on fire and spewing black clouds of smoke into the air.

			They were all dead. All of them.

			“Sweet Lord,” Dwyer muttered.

			And I knew in that instant, that this was as bad as it ever was. As bad as the sergeant had ever seen it.

			It was the marines and the men from the 71st like Santos who reacted first. They began calling out targets from across the valley sure of mounting MCR cultists who had done the deed. But visuals were still clear. No combatants showing in the HUDs.

			Yet that rocket wasn’t imaginary and neither was the damage it wreaked.

			I just stood there. In shock at what happened. A million thoughts running through my mind—excuses, vows of revenge… and why. That one came back to me a lot. 

			Why?

			I was dimly aware that my private comm with Captain Archer was still open. I tried to speak. “I… I…”

			 But Captain Archer was already issuing orders to Rage Company. “We’ve got to get across that valley! Check your kit and get ready to kill those fuzzy scum. KTF.”

			The marines were organizing behind Captain Stanton, moving in fire teams up the valley. 

			My mind focused on the here and now. I sent Captain Archer a request for a private messages. I didn’t have to wait long for his reply.

			“Send it, Fetch, but be quick,” said an emotionally drained Captain Archer.

			“Yes, sir,” I said, “You need to—”

			“‘I need,’” growled Archer, cutting me off and mocking my words. “What I need to do is own up to the fact that promoting you to lieutenant was possibly the worst mistake I’ve ever made. You see that out there? That’s on you, Ocampo. You pulled back against orders and gave the MCR the opportunity to enter the valley and get that shot off. LR-01, out.”

			I didn’t have a comeback ready. Truth be told, I was just hit in the face with the cold water of truth and it took my breath away. I had been going back and forth between praising Archer and hating on him for being a point, all the while ignoring my own tendencies to make the wrong decisions.

			That had to change. Fast.

			I monitored the feed coming from Padagas. 

			“Hold it steady, Padagas,” Archer ordered when the drone hovered over a strange outcropping. 

			“Yes, sir.”

			Scanning the feeds, I watched the drones skim the valley toward the missile’s point of origin. Glancing to the interface, I saw that officers from Red Company were watching too. 

			I pinged the drone operator on a private comm channel. “Padagas, go back… check that copse of trees again. Just past it, to the small clearing.”

			“You got it, LT.”

			I felt sick, Archer’s words weighing down my heart to the point that I might puke. I felt keenly aware that this time Dwyer or anybody else didn’t have anything nice to say. No words of encouragement.

			Sket… I really fouled this up.

			I studied the trees, unsure what else to do and expecting to see a small group of cloaked rebels. Instead, I saw a Fiend-class fighter. It had a forward bulbous nose where the pilot was housed and V-shaped wings that protruded backward. Each wing had an array of weapons and were fed by the barrel-like center that connected them together. This design feature gave it a butterfly-like appearance and allowed the cockpit to detach from the fighter in the event of combat related damages or catastrophic failures. 

			“You seeing this, LT?”

			“Roger, Padagas. Zoom in as close as you can without tipping them off.”

			Those fighters were so old that they’d been obsolete during the Savage Wars. I’d seen one in a museum once.  

			“LR-01, are you seeing this?” Captain Stanton asked over comm. “Did you authorize a landing with that thing lying in wait down there?”

			“Of course, not, Captain,” Archer responded, sounding agitated, but without the spirit to get into it. “We would never risked something like that.”

			Stanton seemed suspicious. “Seems odd the ALTO didn’t detect the fighter, is all I’m saying.”

			“It’s not exactly cutting edge, Marine,” Archer said, his voice weary but growing stronger. “They don’t have a sophisticated sensor array. Get in, unload, get out. All as quick and cheap as possible. Be thankful that thing wasn’t able to tag you on the way down the way it did my boys on the way back up.”

			I didn’t know what to say, so I wisely kept my mouth shut. This meant it wasn’t an MCR cultist wielding a heavy launcher who did the dirty work—it wasn’t because I had pulled back. It was a ship that, for some reason, was there waiting for us at our pre-secured landing zone.

			But at the same time… just because that’s how it worked out doesn’t mean it couldn’t have been that way. I needed to do better. 

			“Looks like a job done,” the marine captain said over comm. “So why isn’t this bird taking off. The pilot has to know we’re out here.”

			His fire teams had halted when it became apparent that their rush into the valley wasn’t being met by the enemy. Other than what we were seeing on the drone feed, there was no sign of the MCR. 

			“Could be the ship’s grounded,” Archer suggested. “Weapons system’s all that they got functioning.”

			We were all under cover now along the valley, waiting as the drones continued their reconnaissance. 

			“Padagas, pan around a little wider,” Archer quietly ordered.

			I spotted several more fighters covered with tarps like giant butterflies tethered to the ground. Oba! That would explain why neither the ALTO nor our own sensors had picked up their signals. I was about to tell Padagas we’d seen enough when the enemy spotted the drone, and a blaster bolt knocked it out of the sky. 

			“I added the data to the HUD map overlay, sirs,” Padagas said once his drone was out of operation.

			I started analyzing the information. Working on a way to redeem myself, maybe. At the very least thinking of how to use 1st Section to the best of its ability in conjunction with the marines and the rest of Rage. Captain Archer was pissed, I knew, but he hadn’t relieved me of command.

			Not yet, anyway. 

			“Virgil, I need some tactical solutions. Any suggestions?”

			“Already on it, sir. I ordered our missile mules to prepare.”

			“Thanks,” I replied.

			Virgil grunted a half-laugh, making me feel like this new intel—this fighter—had absolved me from what happened. It felt good. Only because it had felt so terribly awful to have been the leej responsible for what happened. Even for those few brief minutes.

			“They’ve humped their Aero-Precisions Missile Systems this far—the leejes are happy to get to use them. They’ll probably thank us. LR-57, out.”

			“Santos, you used to carry an A-P launcher, right?”

			“Roger, LT. Don’t miss the weight either.”

			“Then supervise our guys. I want eyeballs I trust on this. We won’t get a second chance at those Fiends.”

			I watched as Santos jogged over to the legionnaires wielding the weapon systems. The launchers each had view screens that popped up, where the user could sight them and use a laser designator to track the target. 

			“Captain Archer, I have a solution ready,” I said.

			I don’t know why I said it. Legionnaires live long enough to be called old leejes by being smart. Piping up to your CO when you know you’re in the doghouse isn’t smart. But neither was what I was about to say next.

			“I’ll volunteer to take a squad out to draw any MCR fire.”

			Volunteering is the dumbest thing a leej can do, but our situation called for it. I was willing to roll the dice and take that gamble. Unfortunately, being an officer meant that I’d voluntold my brethren too.

			“Sir,” I repeated, now growing a bit apprehensive to after Archer gave no response. “The missile mules will hunker down with the A-Ps ready. Once those fighters sense a big enough attack is coming for them, they’ll either come out and counter-assault or attempt to go airborne. So we gotta go in hard enough to make ’em jump.”

			Archer sighed. “With the fighters covered by the trees, those launchers will be effectively baffled, and we won’t be able to destroy them. And we need to take them down.”

			I paused, waiting to hear what the captain would say next. That he wasn’t screaming at me I took as a good sign.

			“All right. Try and flush them out so we can get a clear shot of them once they’re in the air. Only volunteers—it’s likely a suicide run. And you’ll need two squads to sell what I have in mind. Prepare to depart as soon as our guys figure out how to make you too sexy for your own good.”

			I don’t remember my reply. I didn’t expect to make it out of this run alive. So, I walked off to the side and waited to see who would volunteer to join me. 

			Santos stepped forward first. “We’re with ya, sir.”

			“We’ll make ’em pay, sir!” added Dwyer.

			In the end, everyone tried to join my little forlorn plan. Even knowing it was likely a one-way trip was not enough to keep them from sticking together. Some of the Repub marines from Red Company offered to join. 

			My eyes started to shine with moisture—just some dust inside my helmet. These men were willing to die for me, and I knew I’d do no less than that for them.  
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			I stood alone while a couple of field engineers threw together a bit of machinery that Padagas lovingly called the tricky bomb.

			I stared up at the clear blue sky, wondering how long I’d be around to see it.

			“Oba, protect my family. Make their lives long and fruitful. Protect my men. Bring them home to the arms of their loved ones. Make my feet swift, my aim deadly, and welcome me into the embrace of my ancestors.” 

			I made my peace with the almighty while the engineers worked. It took almost ten minutes for our guys to create a passible contraption, one which would motivate the enemy to go airborne. It was shaped like some massive explosive mounted to a bunch of welded-together repulsor carts. On the one hand, it looked ridiculous. On the other, it looked like it could blow up an entire mountainside if it went off. 

			“Looks good.” I gave the metal monstrosity a kick. “But will they pick up what we’re laying down?”

			“It better, ’cause our lives depend on it. We’ll find out soon, LT,” Padagas replied, the normal boyish exuberance gone.

			“Simple plan, men,” I said to my ad hoc team as we gathered around the ‘super bomb.’ “We’re going to push our way into the forest, moving this little monster with us.”

			“And then?” asked a marine.

			“Then we hope that the sight of this thing in proximity to those ships is enough to make the pilots crap their flight suits and get off the ground for the missile team to wipe them out.”

			“They’ll first try to stop us from deploying the bomb,” Sergeant Dwyer added. “And they have to know we’re here and have likely been preparing for an eventual assault. This won’t be easy.” 

			I nodded. Waiting at a time like this was a morale killer, so I took a deep calming breath and sent Captain Archer a message over the officers’ L-comm channel.

			“LR-01, the device is ready. Time for us volunteers to make their peace with Oba, because it’ll get frosty real quick. LR-24, over,” I said with more conviction than I felt.

			“Copy. You’re clear to begin.”

			Toggling my helmet, I set my bucket to record one last letter home. “Ashley…”

			And the rest… that’s personal, y’know?

			After preserving the recording into the memory banks of my LARK, I waited for the other doomed leejes to gather up. The group was made up of grunts from both companies, some of the best men the galaxy had ever spawned. The Brass should’ve given every one of them the medal, but dead men can’t do photo ops. It’s a wrong I’ll spend my entire life trying to right, but I digress.

			We formed up around the floating contraption and moved out. I spread the troops out into a diamond wedge around the device. Had to make it look believable. We moved out at an angle, aiming toward the source of the rounds. They had to know there were Repub forces nearby; they’d seen our drone and ALTO. But they weren’t shooting at us yet. 

			As a precaution, Captain Archer moved our company as far from where we’d made our hasty launch positions as possible. I heard him talking as I flipped over to the command channel send him a HUD update.

			“Listen up, Rage Company,” Archer said, “we need to angle away from those grounded fighters. We need to move with all possible speed—I want us ready to cross the valley the moment their fighters are off the chessboard.” 

			His calm demeanor under pressure buoyed my spirits. No matter what happened, he was prepared to capitalize on the risks my new detachment was about to take. While they changed positions away from the rebels, our missile mules angled closer as we’d planned. They needed the best shot at the Fiends taking off. Since I was risking my life to give them that shot, I didn’t want them to miss.

			“Don’t act squirrely, Stern,” I said. “We need to sell it.”

			“You heard the man,” Santos jumped in, “slow and steady. Move like you’ve done this before.”

			My detachment got halfway across the valley, angled northeast toward the enemy. The lead element of volunteers fanned out tactically while four men oversaw the movement of the tricky bomb. 

			Still no firing. And we were right on the edge of the tree line where the drone had been shot down. 

			“This is where we get it done, Leejes,” I said and looked for the confirmation that we were ready to move.

			“One sec,” Padagas said. He flipped a switch that caused our dummy bomb to seemingly hum to life. 

			Just like the real thing, I thought with a chill.

			“Ready for that blaze of glory, you heartbreakers and life takers?” Santos asked, poised to run on the order.

			“Thanks,” I quietly told Santos.

			“For what, sir?”

			“These leejes weren’t your neighbors; you haven’t spent years with them. They’re just a bunch of reservists. You didn’t have to come—”

			“Let me stop you right there, sir. The time for questioning who’s a real leej has passed. You bleed for the right to don that mantel. Now let’s focus on the mission, all right?”

			I nodded and shouted, “Move!”

			We pushed from our position toward where the fighters were hid among the trees and tarps. I was leading the men into an ambush, and we all knew it.

			The incoming fire came in static bursts. Small arms only. Just blaster rifles kicking up the snow and rock around us or careening harmlessly into the “bomb” that pulsed and glided behind us as fast as we could make it.

			“Give ’em hell!” shouted one of the Repub marines. 

			We opened up at the winking flashes of blaster fire near the staged fighters. There were MCR Arthavans there, the regular soldiers, but they weren’t dug in. I began to wonder if this was really a trap or just the result of an opportunity too good for the MCR to pass up. That made some sense. If this was the only place in the area an ALTO could land, it stood to reason that it was also the only place where they could get a squad of fighters down and hidden.

			I watched a trio of cultists drop under the sustained burst fire of my team, and cursed as a marine dropped, shot straight through his heart. Those marine flak jackets were all right for some things, but I think the shiny armor the Legion proper now wore might’ve done a better job.

			“Don’t let up!” Dwyer yelled, pushing up to a tree and using it for cover. He popped around the trunk and fired into the flanks of another MCR defensive position.

			This was no ambush… this was the MCR the Republic always talked about. Ill-prepared, tactically unsound. If this kept up, the thought occurred to me that we might actually take the ships directly.

			“Fighters are spooling up their engines,” yelled a marine. “They see what we’re bringing!”

			 “They’re taking the bait,” I shouted to my troopers. “Once they’re in the air, fall back.”

			The fighters began to lift off, just skimming above the trees. They pivoted, facing our direction. My heart sank. This had all the looks of a gun run. And we were definitely the targets.

			“They’re hovering around on us!” I shouted to my team. “Keep ’em occupied until our mules get their shots off. Hold here as long as you can. If you must run, run toward Camp Jericho. Do not lead fire to our rear elements. KTF.”

			“Hold the line!” a marine sergeant bellowed in response.

			“’Til death!” the six other marines in the detachment shouted in response.

			And then the gray, metallic fighters screamed toward us.

			“Remember to lead the target,” I reminded my men.

			While Fiend Fighters were older craft, they were gorgeous. Long, sleek wedges of destruction. But our gunners only needed to get off one shot, and the fighters were dust. 

			“Don’t run!” I reminded my leejes. “Keep ’em bunched here so our gunners can get locks!”

			The fighters roared toward us, moving so slow that it seemed surreal. Clearly they were taking the time to get us sighted for maximum damage. They weren’t aware of the trap, but that didn’t mean that our time wasn’t at an end. We fired our blasters; bolt after bolt lit the sky. It was a gruesome festival of death and desperation, but it didn’t slow down the fighters.

			The Fiends began spraying blaster cannons at my team, chewing up the mountainside in fantastic explosions as the strafing run made its way toward us. We kept firing back. Raging against the inevitable.

			“Where the hell are those missile locks!” I shouted into the L-comm.

			The blaster cannon fire from a craft this old was rail technology. They didn’t make the whine of a blaster so much as an electric popping followed by a crack as the slug broke the sound barrier and zipped toward us. And by the time we heard that noise, it was already tearing my volunteers apart.

			Men were blown in two, literally cut in half as the spray of fire shot between their legs and continued past them. I saw legionnaires go KIA on my HUD status report. I saw one massive shot rip through two marines unfortunate enough to be standing in a line.  

			“Hold!” I yelled, never letting up from firing my weapon. 

			The survivors stood firm, sending their own blaster bolts into the rolling clouds of death. They shouted curses, fired, and died.

			The marine sergeant took a round to his neck. Blood and bile flew everywhere, leaving a crumpled body ruined. And I didn’t even know his name. 

			The ships passed overhead. Still nothing from our A-P launchers and I knew damn well those things didn’t take that long to target.

			“Where the hell is that missile lock!” I screamed into the L-comm. “We’re getting murdered here!”

			The Fiends circled around for more. 

			“Keep firing!” Dwyer ordered.

			The fighters were moving faster now, which meant their time over target was short. It was our salvation. 

			They chewed through more of my team. It felt as though I’d been standing there forever, shooting. But it wasn’t until that second pass had ended that I actually had to change my charge pack. I had a fresh one in when they turned back for the next pass.

			We fired wildly at them. 

			None of it mattered. Our actions were futile, we didn’t even ding the enemy. 

			We did, however, manage to distract them long enough to allow the missile mules to fire off their A-Ps. The fighters sped past us, eating up more souls when, finally, all ten of our gunners got their missiles into the air. In the blink of the eye, our missiles locked on the targets and destroyed them. I watched as our boys blew the enemy fighters into uncountable pieces and then ducked as flaming pieces of debris began raining down around the site of our grisly last stand. 

			With the air threat neutralized, I pinged Captain Archer. I didn’t first take an account of who else made it through. I think I was stunned to still be alive myself. And… and maybe I just didn’t want to face the reality of what happened to so many of those other volunteers.

			“LR-01, get the boys across the valley. I’ll handle our wounded here. Their sacrifice has to count for something.”

			I knew I was again ordering my commander around, but I knew we both wanted the same thing, to bring as many of Rage Company home as possible. A mission I’d already failed. 

			And that’s likely why I was so quick to fall back to old habits. The red tinged snow from our Legion dead reminded me that more had died because of orders I’d given. 

			In hindsight, the grace Captain Archer showed me is beyond remarkable.

			But there in that valley, I knelt as the tears started to flow. Only my bucket kept my shame private. “Oba, I’m sorry for whatever I’ve done to anger you. Please don’t take any more of my boys.”

			All around me their broken and battered bodies stood as gory testimony against me. It was hard, and that realization still haunts my sleep. I barely managed to snap out of it and get to work moving the fallen into a pile near the toppled grav-sleds.

			The captain hadn’t needed my advice. He’d already had the boys moving out. While they leapfrogged across the valley, I knelt and checked on my wounded along with a pair of marines. It didn’t take long, too many of my volunteers were dying. 

			“You two,” I barked at the Marines. “Get that contraption off our grav-sleds. We’ll load up our wounded and beat feet. When we regroup, Doc can work his magic.” I don’t know how I did it, but I managed not to cry as I gave the order.

			“Our company has a few corpsman, leej,” one of the marines said back. “I’ll call in and see if Captain Stanton will let ’em stay a while.”

			Leaving the two marines to deconstruct the fake bomb, I finally set my bucket to record all of the data from our dead and wounded. 

			It was something I’d held off on doing. Because I didn’t want to know. I wanted to keep the hope alive that the guys I last saw alive were still breathing. But the time had come. We’d have no MIAs on my watch. We would bury our dead, find our missing, and KTF. 

			It was the Legion way.

			I was still trying to ignore the HUD reports listing the names of legionnaires who were reporting as KIA. And then I saw the sight I’d dreaded. 

			Corporal Enrique Santos. 

			He lay at an unnatural angle, his shiny armor streaked with fresh blood and his chest unmoving. The pilot had hit Santos center mass and walked the rounds up as its ship passed. The round to Santos’s head had shattered his bucket. His face was an unrecognizable pulp. 

			Kneeling beside him, I grabbed his hand and sobbed. I barely knew him. And when we’d met during our pre-deployment training, I hated him. But now, he was mine. 

			My legionnaire. My battle buddy.

			My brother.

			“We’ll make them pay,” I whispered to him. “We’ll make them all pay.”

			I stripped Santos’s body of his personal effects, before standing, sliding the few tokens of his individualism into my cargo pouch. Turning, I saw that the SOAR marines finished clearing the grav-sleds and were loading the dead onto it. I went to pitch in. It was rough work, but we got all of our dead onto the cart. 

			“Damn shame,” Virgil said. He, at least, I’d known survived the attack. He was blazing away the whole time. Right next to me. The Fiends never touched him, not even close.

			“Yeah.”

			“Had to be done though, LT.” 

			“Yeah.” 

			Virgil was still urging me on. Trying to build me up.

			Once all twelve leejes were piled up, we loaded the remaining five wounded to the top of the pile.

			“Keep up,” I told the marines.

			Bending over, I activated the grav-sled and began pushing it the second it lifted into the air. I angled us toward where my HUD said Rage Company was gathered. They were on the opposite side of the valley and getting farther from us. Grunting from the strain, I began picking up speed. It didn’t take long once we were jogging. We reached the opposite end of the open valley and kept running until we reached the medic.

			“Lay ’em down gently,” Doc Tran briskly ordered us. He was being helped now by some of the corpsmen the marines had with them.

			We unloaded the wounded and continued to where the company was squatting. They were in a small dent in the landscape, taking what cover they could from the howling winds that never seemed to stop. After a while you could almost forget the wind. Until you stopped moving and the cold seeped into your bones. 

			“Help me strip the bodies,” I told my section the moment I rejoined them. “Divvy up anything useful. We’ll use this dip to bury our brothers.”

			I didn’t have to tell them twice. We all knew our solemn duty to our comrades. After we laid the dead in the ditch, we piled rocky soil over them and marked the site on our maps. It was sobering. We were losing our brothers every time we turned around. 

			“These brave men died in the valley, sacrificing their lives for ours,” I said. “Let us never forget these heroes. And let’s take every opportunity to avenge them. KTF.”

			Those of us so inclined said a brief prayer over the dead and then we got back onto the trail toward our final objective. We’d make it to Camp Jericho, even if it killed us. 

			It probably would.
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			Finally, Camp Jericho was in sight. 

			“Look alert, boys,” Sergeant Dwyer ordered.

			I scanned for signs of life, searching for anything that indicated recent activity. The rocky area around the fortified position was littered with thick trees, the ground blanketed with snow. 

			“Don’t forget to scan the trees—there could be snipers hiding out,” Dwyer cautioned us.

			Zooming in closer, I saw that attacking forces would have to cover several hundred meters of open ground before approaching the walls of the camp. The Repub Army had created excellent fields of fire for themselves, and some of the area had been cleared recently. I attempted to increase my bucket’s magnification again, but the resulting feed blurred.

			Still, I noticed that no guards patrolled the walls, and there were no comm signals. There should’ve been something coming from the Repub soldiers stationed there, but there was only silence. 

			“Does anyone have anything?” Archer asked.

			“Negative, sir,” I replied after it was clear that nobody else was going to speak. “Guard towers aren’t manned, but we’re going to have to get in closer.”

			Dithering around wouldn’t get us anywhere. With our drones shot up during our last reconnaissance, we couldn’t investigate further. Not from a safe distance anyway. That meant we had to enter the facility to get eyeballs on the target.

			“All right, halt here,” Captain Archer ordered.

			We stopped several meters back from the cleared area as he and Stanton, the SOAR officer, decided to send a leej in to investigate. 

			“Paige, you’re up!” Archer yelled.

			I didn’t envy the man. But without a word of complaint, PFC Paige headed into what we all feared might be another trap. Still, that calm confidence gave me a good feeling about the man. He was one of the legionnaires folded into Rage Company from Dragon. He slowly jogged past me toward the open kill zone between our cover and the camp. 

			“Screw stealth, get in and get out,” I told the private. “Good luck.”

			Nodding, Paige took off sprinting towards the fortified camp. We all watched, holding our breath as he moved up to the wire.

			“Careful, kid,” I whispered as he climbed up the solid duracrete wall surrounding the base for a look inside. 

			It was clear that he was communicating directly with Captain Archer. I watched him climb back down just as the captain’s voice came over the encrypted comm we shared with the marines.

			“Camp looks empty or abandoned. It’s vacant, either way. I smell a trap.”

			“Signs of a battle?” Stanton asked.

			“No sign of a fight,” Archer responded. “Our scout saw a few Arthava rummaging through the empty buildings, but they took off when they noticed us looking.” 

			“What does that mean?” Padagas asked.

			“It means we can expect the unexpected if those represented anything except local looters,” Archer replied.

			“So nothing useful, as usual,” Padagas mumbled into the 1st Squad channel. Captain Archer wouldn’t have heard that, but I did.

			“Cut the chatter,” I ordered.

			“Let’s move out toward Jericho,” Archer ordered. “We need to occupy and control that camp before dusk.”

			“Sir, let me take a squad to investigate. I’ll meet PFC Paige at the walls, make sure we’re not walking into a trap,” I offered.

			“Negative, Fetch. Our back’s against the wall and we don’t have enough forces. I won’t split our numbers any further. We’ll go together and push through any resistance we find,” Archer said, the resolve making his voice unusually harsh.

			We moved out as fast as our wounded leejes could move. But it wasn’t just the wounded. All of us were exhausted, physically and mentally. While Paige had made a straight run for the camp to inspect it from one of its walled sides, there was no way our band of walking wounded would be able to do the same. We had to make for the main gate, which meant one more winding march as the daylight burned itself away.

			“Look lively,” Dwyer said into the L-comm, but even he couldn’t muster the enthusiasm to sell it.

			Warily, we approached the winding path up to the camp. It was like walking into a medieval castle, something I’d only seen on holovids in school—knights on horses, armed with swords. I could picture the pre-tech Arthava fighting here with shields and blades—actually, I guess the modern Arthava might do the same given the element we encountered earlier riding charkas with spears. 

			I know modernity scoffs at such things, but I felt the presence of something there. It was peaceful, which struck me as odd for a fortified military encampment. Oba, it had to be Oba. Nothing else made sense. I couldn’t imagine the ghosts of aliens past would side with the Repub, when modern man rarely did.

			“Spread out, I want to verify that this place is empty,” Captain Stanton ordered over the joint comms.

			My leejes didn’t need to be micromanaged; we silently moved out through the seemingly empty base. I couldn’t see anything that screamed recent occupation, a fine layer of snow covered everything… except for the Arthava footprints. Looking around, it was clear that humans hadn’t occupied this fort for some time. There was no activity, just the stillness of nature, occasionally accompanied by the howling of the wind through the buildings. It sounds creepy, but there was something surreal about the place. It felt like home, warm and loving. Odd for the snowy Bevak Mountains.

			“Split up by squads,” I ordered Dwyer after we’d verified that there was nobody roaming around Camp Jericho. “I want every building swept, then report back to me.”

			“Will do, LT!” Dwyer replied, suddenly full of pep after dragging throughout the approach to the fort.

			I tagged along with Gladiator Squad, feeling like a fifth wheel. We moved to investigate our assigned building, one of the barracks. I admired the stone construction and castle parapets on the rooves as we approached. They were gorgeous, but they hid dark secrets. We entered the building and found row upon rows of bunkbeds in the massive open room. Much like every open bay barracks since the dawn of armies… except this was different.

			My HUD told me that the room wasn’t heated, that the ambient temperature matched the frozen wastes outside. I quickly forgot all of those details. The room was horrific. It was littered with bodies… hundreds of them. Every bunk had Repub soldiers sprawled out on them—men and women who’d died in their racks. They were frozen in repose, marble edifices to the once robust warriors they had been.

			“Oba,” Kowalski whispered into comms.

			“Check for a pulse,” I whispered, afraid to break the stillness.

			“They’re gone, sir,” Corporal Pool replied.

			“Check anyway, we have to be sure,” I insisted.

			“You heard the man, make haste. LT wants a head count,” Pool ordered his squad.

			Time crawled, but we checked every corpse. Every icy body. We found seven hundred of them, sleeping peacefully. Eternally. They never had a chance, never woke up to fight off whoever had killed them.

			“We’ve seen this before. Test for the poison we found in Kusiba,” I ordered Corporal Pool.

			“I thought so too, sir. Test strip should be—”

			“It’s ready now, LT,” Kowalski cut in. “Same stuff. I swabbed the ventilation and heating ducts. They were gassed in their sleep.”

			I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say, I just stood their staring blankly through my visor.

			“Sir… you need to call it in,” Pool said quietly, clapping my shoulder.

			“Right… thanks,” I replied, nodding my appreciation.

			“Sergeant Dwyer… Virgil, we’ve found one of the RA battalions. Gassed, just like in Kusiba,” I told my senior NCO and newfound mentor.

			“It’s the same throughout the base, LT,” he replied quietly.

			“What do we do, Sergeant? Tell me what we do?” I pleaded. These weren’t my men, but they were soldiers. They were our brothers, despite the different branch they served. 

			“Only thing we can do, keep fighting. We go way back, Fetch. I know you. You can do this. We make their deaths matter, that’s what we do. We make the enemy pay. You readin’ me, sir?” he asked, more drill sergeant than subordinate.

			“Roger, we make them pay. KTF,” I said, ending the transmission. 

			Switching to a private channel, I called the CO. “LR-01, we’ve found the basics stationed here. They were gassed in their sleep. We verified that throughout the four battalion barracks and the fifth building housing the officers. Everyone not on duty was gassed.”

			“Check the support buildings, report back to me as quickly as possible,” Archer replied. 

			He didn’t seem shocked by our discovery. He just sounded tired. Not the “I couldn’t sleep” kinda tired either. He had the kind men get when they’ve lived too long and seen too much. It was chilling. His tone was devoid of emotion, detached from mundane things like survival.

			“Roger, sir. LR-24, out,” I replied.

			“Dwyer,” I said after switching channels, “we need to check the support buildings.”

			“Ooah, LT,” he said grimly.

			We moved out toward the first building, jogging to ward off the chill. I suspected we’d find more bodies, but we breached the buildings like it was just another kill house drill back on Pictavia. Our performance was textbook, even Santos would’ve been proud.

			Oba… Santos.

			I couldn’t even wipe away the tears, taking my bucket off could expose me to the bastards’ nasty gas if it was still present. And even if it wasn’t… it was so cold in these rooms that the tears would have frozen to my cheeks.

			When we entered the office building a few moments later, we found a gruesome crime scene. Another enduring moment, frozen in time. Literally frozen. The bodies had been killed, savaged by the Arthava. Claw and bite marks showed on the soldiers’ bodies. And the fuzzies had shed, leaving evidence of their treachery. Intel would want to do tests, get evidence that a court would approve of, but we knew. It was the MCR and their Arthava allies. Oba help them if we found them before the government did. We’d make them pay.

			The Repub soldiers, our soldiers—they’d been left to rot. No, to freeze. They lay pooled in their own icy blood, their horrified expressions etched into my memories. Only the thin layer of snowdrift gave an indication of the passage of time. I don’t remember calling it in, but I must have. Or maybe Dwyer called it in? It was a blur, obscured by rage and hate. We moved on, checking the other buildings. We had to know, had to verify that there weren’t any survivors. 

			We’d only searched three of the numerous buildings when our search was called off.

			“Rage Company, I want you checking out these defenses,” Archer added. “The marines will clear the rest of Jericho. Check out those walls, we want to be ready to fend off another assault if it comes.”

			The captain pinged our private comm channel. “Ocampo, personally oversee setting up defenses. I’m gonna try to reach Fleet and tell them the bad news. No help from the army today.”

			“Roger, sir. Same as every other day.” 

			My voice sounded cold, even to my own ears. I wanted to scream, to cry, to shake my fists at the heavens. Anything to make the world make sense again. Instead, I lost myself in my duty. I got to work making sure we didn’t have to send any more of our boys home in body bags.

			Looking around, I took stock of the empty camp with an eye for defense. It was a squat facility, made of four high walls that were several meters thick. They appeared to have been built from local rocks and blended in with the surrounding mountains. It had a dark gray color that was both impressive and intimidating. The military base appeared to have once been a fortress that was reclaimed from Rhyssis Wan’s pre-spaceflight history. 

			“Virgil, lead a team and search for any arty,” I said. “That’ll be our best force multiplier if we have to defend this place.”

			The base had a large armory, five barracks, and various support facilities, all enclosed by those monstrously thick walls. What made the place so defensible was that two of its walls sat on the edge of sheer natural cliffs. It would be extremely difficult to scale those walls unnoticed, leaving only two sides that were approachable for ground attacks.

			“Padagas, go see if their anti-missile systems are operational.”

			In the center of the base was the standard dome of doom, a man-portable anti-missile defense system. It was a strange contraption, not one used by the Legion, and for the life of me I never knew how it worked. One of those times grunts hit the “I believe” button and rocked on. Long as we didn’t have to service the blasted thing. Overall, the place should’ve been able to withstand anything shy of a massive orbital bombardment or an aerial strike. So how had Jericho fallen in the first place? How had they gotten in unopposed to plant their airborne poison?

			“Lieutenant Ocampo, continue evaluating the defenses while I take stock of the available supplies,” Captain Archer ordered.

			“Already on it, sir.”

			I began scanning the available assets again; we couldn’t afford to miss anything.

			Walls, check.

			Multiple anti-air emplacements, check.

			Rapid-fire crew-served heavy blaster cannons, check.

			Troops to man these assets? Not so much.

			I knew we were in trouble if a fight came to us, though it wasn’t readily apparent just how badly. As I ran an inventory from Rage Company and the marines, it made the issue glaringly clear. We’d lost a lot of good leejes. Camp Jericho had been designed to house a regiment and be staffed by a full battalion. We had a company and a half. 

			“Can we hold it?” I quietly asked Virgil.

			“Not on your life, sir. We can make ’em bleed for the privilege, though. Assuming there’s an army nearby looking to take this from us.”

			“Assuming that, how bad is our situation?”

			“Sir… Fetch… if we worked around the clock, we still couldn’t man all of these guns. We might fully man a quarter of the defenses, if nobody had to eat, sleep, or visit the crapper.” 

			“We really could use those local Arthava Captain Archer turned away right now,” I said grimly.

			“Yes, sir. But in his defense, a lot of leejes have been stabbed in the back by indigenous allies. And don’t forget—those charka riders were using spears. No guarantee they’d be able to do anything but add some numbers and charge the MCR if it came down to it. I understand you want to make sure we can defend this place, but sir, let’s just do as ordered for now and take inventory, come up with a plan, and then hope it’s all for naught and that there’s a shuttle coming down to pick us up and get us gone.”

			“Roger, Virgil,” I said, shaking my head. “Just… got a feeling that’s not how it’s gonna be. Read the operational history of this planet en route. This base was the first one the Repub manned in this system. The MCR love their symbols. If they get wind that the Repub is back in possession of it, they’ll have to force us out. I’d bet my last credit the brass will want us to hold and defend until it can be reinforced.”

			“Yes, sir. Probably.”

			It was time to get creative if we were going to come up with a serviceable plan to defend this place. We could utilize the sensors on the cliff facing sides, leaving us manning only half of the walls. The A-A guns would have to be fully manned, though; fighters didn’t need to worry about the sheer rock walls that made up Jericho Ridge and there was no word on whether we could count on the Fleet to send down their own fighters should the need arise. There had been scant few so far. And since we weren’t anticipating ground attacks from that direction, the anti-personnel guns could be moved to focus on where foot soldiers could attack. 

			“Virgil, I agree that we can’t man all four walls. Why don’t we concentrate on the two walls that are accessible by foot?” 

			“Good thinking. If we set up lean-to shelters against the walls, we could man the fort more efficiently. It’s a temporary solution, sir, but it’ll buy us time.”

			“Then let’s do it,” I replied, thrilled at having found a solution.

			Virgil hesitated. “The plan’s still overly optimistic. It doesn’t factor in the two squads’ worth of wounded leejes. Or the five wounded in the valley. They likely won’t make it through the night. No matter how we slice it, the math isn’t on our side, LT.”

			“Then help me make ’em pay for every inch.”

			“Ooah, sir! And an ALTO can easily land inside the camp.”

			“Virgil, what good does that do us? We need a bird in the air if we want to use its firepower.”

			“It’ll save our butts when it’s time to bug out. I’m still holding out hope that we get rotated back or receive more reinforcements here—even if it means another company of marines.”

			“And you called me optimistic,” I said with a laugh.

			We needed relief and reinforcements, but there was no telling how long it would be until that was a viable option. Once I had my plan formulated, I dictated it to my HUD computer and sent it over to Captain Archer. It was time for him and the SOAR captain to earn their captain’s bars.

			While I waited for their reply, I called up my two sections.

			“LR-59, get the squads to assemble on—”

			Before I could finish, Corporal Pool interrupted, “Sir, he’s gone. Santos is gone. I’ll assemble the troops, LR-24.”

			“Roger, thanks.” 

			I bit my lip as a wave of nausea washed over me. Calling on Santos had become something of a habit. He and Virgil had easily become my two top men. In all this, despite seeing his dead body… I was still thinking of the legionnaire as though he were alive. “Okay, Pool,” I said, “we ought to give you Dragon Company leejes LR numbers for Rage Co. Only change the ones who have numbers matching living leejes. Solid communication will save lives. Make it happen.”

			“Yes, sir,” replied Pool.

			While Corporal Pool gathered up my combined sections, I began assigning sectors and performing other such tasks. I was helping one of the squads manhandle one of the crew-served weapons when Archer pinged my HUD.

			“Fetch, I’ll be straight with you. It doesn’t look good. Fleet can’t get us help any time soon and a large mass of locals is headed our way. We’ve got to hold the line until General Ponce and the rest of the 9th can reinforce us.”

			“Why can’t we maneuver around the fuzzies, link back up with the main body, and take Jericho later?” I asked.

			“When Fleet gives you orders, you follow. I didn’t ask questions,” Archer replied briskly. 

			Sket. 

			The MCR force was out there somewhere. I knew the main body of the 9th had them on the run, but that just might push them toward us. If we got hit, it’d be a bloody affair. I wasn’t sure we could hold against a determined foe. The best we could hope for was to kill them first and go down swinging.

			“Fetch, I’ve checked your defensive plans,” Captain Archer continued. “I’ve signed off on them and detailed our forces accordingly. Made a few tweaks, nothing too major. Let Corporal Pool get your section onto the walls. Report to me. LR-01, out.”

			I wasn’t sure what he wanted, but when your commander ordered you to stand to, you did it with a bounce in your step. Even when all hope was lost and you had your back against the wall. Especially then. Despite my exhaustion, I jogged over to Captain Archer. He was standing in the command hooch, a Quonset hut design, though infinitely sturdier than what my ancestors had played with. I rapped on the door, sharp and proud.

			“Come in,” replied Archer.

			Quickly checking my kit before entering, I realized there was no way I’d pass an inspection. Giving up, I checked the air quality and took off my bucket. Once it was clipped it to my belt, I stepped inside.

			I was in shock. Don’t know why, after everything else we’d found. But I still expected to find neat, orderly rows of work stations. Monitors, data entry pads, and other office paraphernalia. It was there, but not how I expected. What a slow learner I was in the ways of war. 

			The room was covered in freeze dried blood, slashed from a dozen bodies of Repub soldier in fatigues and soft tactical armor. They’d been thrown about and broken like dolls. Whoever had killed them had taken their time. This was worse than what we’d found in the other buildings. Limbs were ripped off, fingers and toes littered the floor, and several heads were stacked in the corner. Taking a closer look, I saw some of the familiar four fingered blood smears on a few of the desks. Those MCR fuzzies had been here too. It was every bit as grisly as what I witnessed in those apartments on Kusiba, only much worse. These were our men, ours. 

			My stomach immediately emptied itself of its nutrition bars and water. “What the…” I said, rubbing the slime from my lips and chin. “Sorry, sir. It’s just…”

			Captain Archer had a kind, understanding look on his face. “I know, Fetch, I know. No shame in puking. You’ve seen too much in the last hour.”

			“Sorry, sir.” I looked around for a maintenance closet. “I’ll get that cleaned up.”

			“Don’t bother,” Captain Stanton replied. “Does this room look like we’re about to set up HQ any time soon?”

			“No, sir.” I tried not to stare too closely at the carnage. “I’m not sure we have the men to spare for another body detail…”

			“We don’t,” Archer said. “These boys and girls will have to stay this way until, well, until whenever General Ponce relieves us.”

			“This looks like more MCR work. More personal than gassing someone in their sleep.”

			Archer nodded his head. “Probably.”

			 I didn’t envy the intelligence officers who would have to investigate this. The whole camp was like something out of a horror entertainment.  

			But the captain hadn’t called me to see the brutality of the cultist demons; we’d already seen that in Kusiba. There had to be more here.

			 “Sir, they tortured the army boys, but what could they hope to gain? This was just a security garrison. Why these men? The krankers gassed everyone who was off duty. They killed those in the HQ, it was bloody, but efficient. Why torture these men? Unless there were covert ops here, these troops didn’t know anything special. What am I missing, sir?”

			We’d managed to enter the base, just like Fleet had ordered. As expected, everyone was dead, but what significance did that hold? Sure, we’d encountered a few local Arthava. They were scavengers, looters picking at the carcass of a once proud warrior station. It didn’t give me any indication of what Archer was hinting at. I grew frustrated.

			“What you are missing is what was taken,” Archer said. “Those heads stacked up over there belong to the regimental officers of the 124th Mountaineering Regiment. They were experts at mountain warfare. No way they lost this fort without an inside man. And those heads, notice anything?”

			“They’re not attached, sir?” I asked.

			“The eyes, Fetch, the eyes,” said Archer with more enthusiasm than the situation warranted. “They took the eyes. Why would they do that?”

			“Retinal security checkpoints,” I exclaimed. “They’ll get senior officer clearance with those peepers. Wait, won’t that be changed now that we’ve verified their demise?”

			“Now you’re catching on,” Archer replied, his demeanor changing. He’d become increasingly grim as he coaxed me along to the correct answer. 

			 “Yes, sir,” I replied.

			“Captain Stanton and I have sent our reports up our respective chain of commands already. You needed to be brought into the loop, in case we bleed more officers when the Arthava hit us. There’ll be a lot of counterintelligence work that comes after this and the three of us are the eyewitnesses who might help it go a lot faster. No telling what the MCR will do with whatever it is they’re after.”

			“The MCR is inbound?”

			“We’re operating under that assumption. Fleet verified that troops are coming our way, but couldn’t tell us more than that. But the force engaging the 9th broke off contact and we’re sitting in a possible path of retreat. If the 9th is giving them hell the way they ought to, it might be that falling back to this camp is the MCR’s best hope of surviving. We will deny them that opportunity unless the Fleet provides other orders.” 

			“Yes, sir,” I replied, chilled by the prospect of the worst possible scenario edging closer to reality. “We’ll make ’em pay, sir.”

			“For every bloody inch. Once you’ve set guard mount, start looking for anything we can use. Don’t forget the kit from the army personnel. It’s likely still in wall lockers or in the armory. We’ll need it soon.” 

			I saluted, clearly dismissed. When I got to Captain Archer’s section, I pulled aside the NCO in charge of Viper Squad. After a quick explanation of where I wanted him to position the troops for his section, I jogged over to where Corporal Pool was at work. He was supervising the repair of the LARKs and weapons from my leejes, tasks I should’ve remembered to assign my squads.

			“Pool, we’ve already cleared the camp, but we’ve been ordered to search the facility for anything useful. We need beans and bullets, and we need ’em fast. The leejes have to finish their repairs as quickly as possible, we’re expecting company soon. I’ve uploaded a task list to your HUD. I’ll shadow Berserker Squad, you take Gladiator Squad. I want leejes moving to their assigned defenses in five mikes.” 

			An entire army regiment destroyed. A base too big for us to defend. An MCR operative working from the inside to let this all happen… and no sign that this problem was going to fall to anyone else. This was all just great. Each hour on Rhyssis Wan seemed worse than the one before.
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			As rapidly as humanly possible, we all headed off to our assigned tasks. I followed Private Padagas, who’d been transferred to lead Berserker Squad. We’d lost so many NCOs that privates were leading a few of our squads. It was brutal, but legionnaire NCOs led from the front and often suffered the highest casualties when the fighting started. Many of the non-point officers operated the same way. That had certainly been the case with Rage Company. 

			“Padagas… Remo… you’re doing great,” I said. “Just sound like you know what you’re doing. Fake it ’til ya make it.”

			“That explains a lot, LT.”

			He laughed as he answered me. Maybe there was still some of the defiant boy left inside. Padagas had matured since we’d arrived on Rhyssis Wan. Combat having forced him to grow into the legionnaire I’d always suspected he could be. His childish antics disappeared, replaced by a grim determination and a thirst for vengeance. 

			Archer had assigned me to personally clear the armory, so I followed Berserker Squad and headed for that building. We found what we’d expected when we got there. Racks of blasters, stacks of power packs, and extra sets of the soft black armored vests worn by Repub Army soldiers. It was telling that the MCR didn’t take any of  this. It added validity to the idea that what they were after in bringing down Jericho were  retinal clearances from the officers, because they left behind a lot of useful equipment. Useful, but unfortunately not of the type we could use to repair our LARKs. But at least we wouldn’t run out of blasters or charge packs. 

			Scanning the room, I saw a few crew-served blasters. There was no sign that the MCR had even come in here until I saw it… the decapitated body of the armorer.

			Why? 

			His peepers wouldn’t grant clearance into anything useful, right? The death looked gratuitous.

			“Damn, Lieutenant,” Padagas said as his eyes rested on the gory scene. “They took the time to do that but didn’t take no weapons? Seems fishy.”

			“LR-133, secure the blaster packs first,” I ordered. “We need to get that to the walls pronto. Then snag those crew-served weapons. I want an inventory of functioning blasters, and how many fully charged universal battery packs we have. Our half-charged bolts are burning through our energy reserves.” 

			“The more we warm up the NM-4s, the less of a problem it is, LT.”

			“I know,” I said, “but we could use extra on our walls, so that’s our second priority. Swap out these Miif-7s with our Caledonian blasters. That’ll help some, though it’s only a drop in the bucket compared to what we need. When we’re done, we’ll handle processing the remains of the armory. I’ll look through the records for anything I can send up the chain.”

			After I’d given Padagas his orders, I went searching for the armorer’s terminal. I was right to trust him to get the squad moving. I tried observing him, while trying to look inconspicuous. I saw that Padagas was leading most of the squad out to the walls with all the large blaster packs for the crew-served weapons piled onto a grav-pallet. 

			“Hold it steady,” Padagas hollered. “They’re useless if you break ’em!”

			Thankfully the pallets had been left in the armory, and Padagas had wisely chosen to repurpose them. He’d also managed to get half of the crew-served weapons balanced precariously on top of the pile. Nodding to me, he led the gear toward the walls, with two leejes remaining to start counting the blasters. 

			“Captain Reyes would be proud of you,” I told him. “He always said you had potential.”

			I was proud of him too. He’d adapted to the situation like a seasoned professional. I was confident that he could handle things, leaving me to focus on my own duties. 

			I found the data terminal right where it was supposed to be, and started to see about getting my way in. I wasn’t sure if my leej security codes would work, and I was desperately trying to remember what we’d learned in training for such an event. It turned out to be for naught, as the terminal was left open and unsecured. 

			And empty. 

			Someone, likely the MCR who had raided the base and done the dirty work to the officer corps, had been here and left the system in near ruins. The memory had been erased, but I knew that didn’t always mean it was gone. Scanning through the administrator’s menu, I found the folder full of recently deleted files, and restored all of them. They knew what they were doing… but they weren’t tech experts by any stretch.

			A quick glance through the records showed what they were trying to hide. The regimental XO had been funneling heavy weapons, A-P launchers, and missiles along with other controlled armament. He’d tried to clear the cache of data when he’d defected.

			I had to pause and take it all in. One of our own, a senior officer in the Repub Army—named Major Sabo, if you’d believe it—sold the Repub out. He’d sure as shootin’ murdered his entire command. And the damning docs in front of me told me exactly how many credits he’d done it for. 

			“Was it worth it?” I asked the empty terminal.

			Oba, but I hoped I’d get to be the one who hunted him down. I knew that would be a Dark Ops mission, but seeing the ripped bodies of the other officers pissed me off. Those dead soldiers were his people, men he’d worked with, lived with. He’d set them up to be tortured to death without a second thought. 

			How could anyone in command do that to his boys?

			“Was it worth it?” I asked, growling louder this time.

			I took a calming breath and heard several of the leejes from Berserker Squad returning to the armory for the rest of the crew-served weapons. When I was sufficiently calm, I toggled my tongue to get onto the officers’ L-comm and reported in.

			“LR-01, I know how the base fell. The regimental XO defected to the rebels after selling them our heavy kit. I’ve sent the full data pack to Fleet and the 9th. I’ve sent you and Captain Stanton the details as—”

			BOOM.

			I was thrown to the ground, my body landing among the mutilated remains of the former armorer. An explosion had detonated inside the armory, leaving behind a tangled mess of blood, gore, bodies, LARK armor, and twisted metal. Where two leejes had stood counting blasters, there was now nothing. 

			Groaning in pain, I stood on shaky legs and struggled to regain my equilibrium. I was covered in the remains of whoever had been on duty when Sabo betrayed Jericho. Fortunately, I’d put my bucket on to talk to the commander. That bit of dumb luck prevented me from getting my clock cleaned by the explosion. I tried to talk, but I couldn’t hear myself over the ringing in my ears. I looked around, trying to focus on the world past the pinpricks of light.

			“Sir, are you okay?”

			I recognized that voice, but I couldn’t place it. I didn’t remember the name, but I knew I’d heard it before. 

			Padagas. 

			He was still talking, but the ringing was lapping at my ears in waves. I couldn’t hear every word and understood even less of what was said. I felt him shaking my armor, I just couldn’t figure out what he wanted. That’s when my bucket kicked in with air, washing my head in a cool breeze. It worked… I began to slowly refocus. 

			“—and your LARK is reporting a mild concussion, LT. CO wants you to report in person; he’s at the TOC. I’ll handle things here, sir.”

			“Wha—what happened?” I said, not sure how loud I was saying it.

			“Some kind of booby trap,” Padagas said, and I could tell in his voice that he was blaming himself for what had just happened. 

			I nodded and patted Padagas on his armored shoulder. This kind of situation, and the guilt associated with it, came with the territory. Didn’t make it any easier, but it’s the truth.

			Still a little loopy, I didn’t think to reach Archer over L-comm and report in. I just stumbled toward the TOC. Not so bad that the legionnaires running toward the blast stopped to help me on my way, but enough to turn a few heads.

			“You okay, LT?” one called out.

			“Fine,” I managed. “Don’t go in there until Padagas gives you the all clear. Traps.”

			My gait was unsteady, and it took me a while to make it to the command center. It felt like I had the world’s worst hangover. At least those involved the pleasurable taste of whiskey, or other delicious alcoholic beverages. Instead, I’d been blown up by a booby trap left behind by the traitorous Major Sabo. Now leej blood added to the fratricide that stained his dirty hands. 

			I’d worked myself up to a righteous fury, and I wanted blood. Thankfully that distracted from the pain. I made it to the TOC and found the two company commanders talking to the 9th Legion’s commander. I’d never met General Ponce, and I would’ve been perfectly happy to have kept it that way. But I walked in to find Archer and Stanton chatting with him over a live holofeed. When I realized what was going on, I quickly halted and snapped to attention.

			“At ease, Lieutenant Ocampo,” commanded General Ponce. “We’ve been waiting for you to arrive. Tell me what you found. We ought to at least converse face-to-face if we’re going to accuse a fellow officer of treason.”

			Nodding inside my bucket, I started to speak.

			“Bucket off,” Ponce commanded. “I want to look into your soul when you report a finding of this magnitude.”

			I quickly took my helmet off, clipped it to my belt, while trying to remain at attention. I was still dizzy, and I wasn’t as rigid as I would have preferred in retrospect, but it was the best I could do.

			“Sir, Lieutenant Benjie Ocampo reporting in to the general, as ordered, sir.”

			“Enough of that crap, son. There’s a war going on. Just tell me what you found in the armory.” 

			“Yes, sir,” I replied promptly. “When I reached the armory, I found several racks of Repub Army blasters, crew-served weapons, and stacks of ammunition. None of the larger armaments were there, and the armorer was decapitated. The armory terminal had been wiped—”

			“Then how did you determine a senior officer was a traitor?”

			“Whoever did it forgot to or didn’t know how to fully delete it from the cache, General. I retrieved the data and sent that information up my chain of command—to my commander, to you, and to Fleet. The records indicate that Major Sabo and the armorer sold the weapons to local cultist cells. The rest of what was in my report was my speculation, based on what we found throughout Camp Jericho; the barracks, the support buildings, the TOC and the armory.”

			“Do you certify that, on your honor as a legionnaire?” demanded General Ponce.

			“Yes, sir,” I replied.

			My answer came out stiffer than I’d intended, and General Ponce’s frown indicated his displeasure. I’d clearly been dismissed, so I remained at attention and waited. Both captains and General Ponce continued for several more minutes, before the conference ended. 

			When Ponce cut the feed, Captain Archer gave me a weary smile. “You did all right, Fetch. We need to get everyone ready to man the walls and set up a rotation so we can let our leejes eat and sleep. I sent a brief to everyone in Rage Company to watch for more traps. Let’s not have any more surprises if they can be prevented. That issue should be resolved soon, and we’ll have the base secured in the next several hours.”

			“And the bodies, sir?” I asked. “We need to bury our army brethren. Our leejes too, if there’s anything left of them.”

			Captain Stanton stepped in. “Negative, Lieutenant. My marines are piling the dead into the kitchen’s freezer. Once that’s full, we’ll have to stack ’em outside and let the mountain freeze ’em. That’ll hold them over until Fleet can retrieve their bodies. Focus on getting the defenses manned, or we’re all screwed.”

			I saluted and turned to leave the TOC. 

			“And Lieutenant,” Captain Stanton said, stopping me at the door.

			“Sir?”

			“The 9th confirmed that they’ve pushed that MCR force toward us. We can expect to get hit in the next few days. Make sure your leej boys are ready. But if you krank it up, SOAR will swoop in and save your bacon.”

			I chuckled on my way out the door. I had a lot of work left to do if we were going to be ready to hold the line. I felt overwhelmed by it all—utterly unqualified to prepare the defenses for Camp Jericho. My leejes were counting on me. I couldn’t let them down. 

			But I knew what to do. My drill sergeants had made it simple enough. Shoot first, shoot often, and don’t stop until they’re dead. Not just dead, but good and dead. And never show mercy. Save that for Oba.
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			In the end, preparing the defenses for Camp Jericho wasn’t as difficult as I’d feared. The few remaining senior NCOs handled their squads, showing those new to the position like Padagas what to do. Every leej worked harder than they’d ever done before. 

			I was beyond proud of them. We were all so tired, but those men didn’t let it show. Didn’t complain—well, hardly complained. 

			We had our backs against the wall and knew that we would fight or die in this place. As far as last stands went, Camp Jericho seemed suited to the task. Its defenses were formidable, even at less than full strength. Of course, I’d prefer not to make the stand at all; I’d rather burn the rebels in the righteous fire of an orbital bombardment. 

			Sadly, that wasn’t in the cards. The ships in orbit weren’t destroyers and weren’t capable of sending down the kind of pinpoint accurate fire the Navy proper could have done. I found myself wishing the monarch had won his little tiff with the Republic and kept our relatively useless fleet protecting New Cally. Just one destroyer would have completely changed the face of this assault.

			But it was no use dwelling on what was beyond our control. We had our orders and would fulfill them or die in the attempt. We were legionnaires—it was our way.

			“Got the boys prepped, LT,” said Corporal Pool. “Watch rotation is set, and now we wait. You look beat, sir. You covered most of the night watch in the cave. Go get some sleep. You’re no good to us if you fall asleep when it hits the fan.”

			I took his advice and climbed into my tent—everyone was racking out close to the line, despite there being otherwise serviceable and warm barracks in the base. One of my leejes had set the tent up, and there were several other leejes already in there snoring. It was loud, but their body heat made it nice and warm. I fell asleep the moment I crawled into my sleeping bag and was out for several hours. 

			Sadly, that rack time seemed like only seconds. Corporal Pool woke me up for breakfast. I felt a lot better, my equilibrium had improved, and now I had hot food in my belly. The boys had raided Jericho’s fridge and made us synth eggs and bacon. And kaff, real honest-to-goodness hot kaff. Not synthetic, real. For that brief moment, my world was heavenly. I was among my leej family, and we were savoring the feeling of truly being alive. Combat does that to you, but even in retrospect I’d hold that meal up against any of the finest gourmet dishes I made back home.

			“Morning, LT,” Padagas said. 

			I didn’t reply, my mouth was full. I merely grunted. When he didn’t continue, I waved my left hand, splashing kaff, indicating that he should continue.

			“I sent a SitRep to your HUD,” he said, the pain evident in his voice. “I’ve also updated our losses. We lost most of the squad, sir.”

			My eyes opened wide, registering the shock of what I’d just heard. At the time, I only saw two legionnaires get hit by the blast and I hadn’t checked records before meeting with the general and then catching some sleep. Almost an entire squad. Oba…

			 “I’m sorry, sir.” Padagas was close to crying, close to completely breaking down. “I… should’ve been there with them. I’d stayed behind to plan where to drop the supplies… and caught up right after the bomb detonated. If I hadn’t done that, I would’ve been by their side in the end. I—I should’ve died with them. I’m sorry I failed you, failed them.”

			I knew exactly how he felt. But we couldn’t afford that, not when the final showdown was coming. Besides, his guilt was nonsense. I had to buck his spirits.

			“Padagas, you didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t fail them. The traitorous scum who sold out his own regiment did. The XO in charge of this facility, a Repub Army major, sold weapons to the MCR. He then let those terrorists in to murder his brothers and booby-trapped the place. He set out to kill anyone who investigated his crimes. Take heart. Hold on to that rage. When this is done, we will hunt down this traitor.”

			“Yes, sir,” he said, sniffing.

			“Good. I’ll retire Berserker Squad, since there aren’t enough of us left. You’ll fall under Corporal Pool in Gladiator Squad. Salvador will join you. And don’t worry. We’ll make them pay. KTF.”

			“KTF, sir,” Padagas replied despondently.

			We spent hours fine-tuning our defenses and overlapping our fields of fire. The morning dragged on. Sergeant Dwyer rotated leejes through the chow line and ensured that everyone was rested. It was the best we could arrange. As afternoon morphed into early evening, Rage Company flagged. If we didn’t get reinforcements soon, our leejes would start slipping. If that happened, we’d begin to become more of a danger to ourselves than to the rebels. I couldn’t let that happen. 

			“Anyone not on watch, take ten,” I ordered. “Send runners to the mess tent for hot kaff.”

			As fate would have it, nobody received their breaks. The passive sensors began chiming incessantly. We’d strung them along the pathways into the camp on the way up, the best early warning system we could manage. Rebels were out there. We just couldn’t see them yet.

			Headquarters was on top of it instantly, ordering all units to their stations. “This looks like it may be the lead elements of the kelhorns the 9th drove off. Everyone in position.”

			“Hold your fire until you have a target, Leejes,” I grimly ordered the Rage Company L-comm. “But when you have a positive ID, KTF!”

			I wish I could’ve been more creative. Rage Company deserved a better motivational pep talk than that, but it was all my fog addled brain could come up with. I focused on the rocky wooded areas in front of Jericho’s walls, and flicked through the various filters—infrared, heat sensors, chemical signatures, motion detectors, and magnification functions. Nothing, yet.

			I was so distracted looking for the cause of the alert that I missed the aerial signals indicating an incoming attack. 

			“Fighters coming in,” a marine yelled into the comm.

			Several fighters, Preyhunters, screamed toward us. The anti-air defenses were already at work targeting them, and soon the base rocked as they sent their AI-assisted bolts into the snub fighters. MCR ships exploded in flames, littering the trees and mountainside with their smoldering wreckage. But a few got through and raced overhead, their cannons spewing bolts, strafing the leejes and marines manning the walls of Camp Jericho. The bolts slammed through the defenders of the Repub fortress. I watched the vital signs of several of my leejes go flat, and the wounded screamed. 

			“Medic!”

			“Doc, down here,” some called from the base of the walls.

			“Virgil, help Doc Tran!” I shouted into the chaotic L-comm.

			The A-A chased them as they passed overhead, splashing them before they had the chance to make another pass. I was thankful for how the defenses took the airpower out, but we really weren’t in a position to lose more men. That initial rebel punch was brutal, but we were armed and angry. They bloodied our nose again, but we finished the fight for those pilots. We cheered as we watched the fireballs crash to the ground.

			“Get the wounded over to the aid station,” Archer ordered. “Everyone else, get ready… they’re not done with us yet.”

			We didn’t get to rest for long. The MCR charged the walls before the last ash from their flaming fighters had fluttered to the ground. Astride their howling charkas, they fired blasters wildly, as if hoping to blow their way through with a single blaster bolt. It would’ve been comical, if it weren’t for the earnest nature of the deadly threat. 

			“Look at ’em go,” Stern hollered, whooping in joy.

			“Keep firing!” Dwyer bellowed.

			We poured an unending stream of fire with weapons that hadn’t been half-incapacitated by the cold. This was a much different fight. The killing zone was piling up with Arthavans and charkas.

			But they continued to press, seemingly unfazed by the damage they endured. Their tactics reminded me of something out of the historic holovids, but their blasters were decidedly modern. Bolts sizzled by my bucket. Only the height advantage that the walls of Camp Jericho afforded us prevented the fuzzies from scoring a solid hit. We weren’t so restrained: our forces rained holy hellfire on them. 

			“Got one!”

			“I’m ahead of you!” Salvador gleefully shouted.

			“Aim, damn you!” Padagas yelled.

			The fuzzies dropped like smoked mummy-bees, but more always seemed to pop up to replace them. We spewed our rage, hungry for vengeance, sending our anger at them one blaster bolt at a time. It was nice to finally have a defensive advantage. We’d been ambushed so many times, to dish it out this way was cathartic. I enjoyed the target practice—it was like being at the local county fair, shooting targets for cheap prizes. I lost focus on the situation, we all did. 

			“Too easy!” 

			Padagas was right. This was a slaughter-fest. 

			We never questioned why they’d behave so insanely. We should have, because they caught us with our pants down again. They’d expected the fighters to do more damage, but the subsequent assault had been intended as a distraction from what came next. It was devious, just what you’d expect from the traitorous scum.

			The Arthava rebels attacked in cyclical waves. They’d rush, we’d beat them back, the rebels would break and run for cover. And the process would repeat, again and again. 

			“Watch your charge packs,” Dwyer cautioned us. “They’ll be back.”

			The fields around the walls of Camp Jericho were strewn with the bodies of dead and dying rebels. We’d only lost one leej, who’d been taken down with a lucky shot. It’d hit him in the neck joint on his armor, right where the extreme cold had compromised it. His death barely registered—my sole focus was on throwing as many bolts as I could at the Arthava. I was so focused on the enemy on the other side of the walls that I missed Captain Archer. He’d had to use his commander’s override to isolate my bucket.

			“LR-24, maintain your situational awareness. Rebels are inside the kranking camp! Grab a squad, find out where they’re getting in. Shut it down, now. LR-01, out.” 

			Shaking off the war fog, I got Corporal Pool on the L-comms.

			“LR-59, bring Gladiator Squad to me. Rebels are inside the lines, and we’re going hunting.”

			While he got his squad ready, I sent an update to the two company commanders. I didn’t want any friendly fire incidents. 

			“Sirs… request permission to re-task the crew-served teams. I need to get them to turn their focus inward.”

			“Make it happen, but be quick about it,” Archer replied. 

			Toggling channels, I called Dwyer. “Virgil, the leejes are yours until I get back. Don’t let ’em waste rounds.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it, LT. Don’t get cocky—the attack on the outside of the camp was likely a diversion. This could be a sizeable force.”

			“Agreed, I have the crew-served turning their focus to protecting our compromised internal flank. If we stop the assault from within, we can still win the day.” 

			“We can and we will, sir. KTF!”

			I knew the stakes. Everything we did was contingent on Rage Company holding until reinforcements arrived. 

			I turned to Pool and ordered him to follow me. By using the company-wide HUD network, we found out where the enemy had been sighted, and headed in that direction. 

			“Speed is key, Pool. Fuzzies know we’re here already—stealth isn’t something to worry about.”

			“Ooah, sir!”

			We rushed from one covered location to the next until we neared the row of barracks on the other end of the camp. I could see groupings of dead MCR—presumably killed by the marines inside the camp. 

			“Double-time, leejes,” I said, feeling lucky to not all be dead right now with hostiles having made it that far under our noses. I didn’t look back; I knew my leejes were following. Most of the enemy signatures seemed to originate from the barracks closest to the armory. A sudden intensity of the red dots indicating hostile biosignatures on our HUD convinced me that the breach had to be from there. 

			“Has to be a tunnel,” Pool said, “but how did they manage to dig through solid rock into the camp without getting caught, LT?”

			“Doesn’t matter—they’ll die either way.”

			Still, I reported what we suspected back to command. Just in case.

			We got to the rear of the barracks and got visuals on no less than fifty confirmed fuzzy warriors. I know the Legion always talks about being as good as five fighters for every one leej, which should have made my single ten-man squad even. But these were exhausted warriors going up against fresh MCR. And with every second we dallied, there were more coming in through the breach. I didn’t have a lot of time, and we weren’t in the line of sight for support from our crew-served weapons. I needed more men. But if I took them from Rage Company, we wouldn’t be able to maintain our portion of the defenses. 

			“Red Company Actual, requesting reinforcements to my location,” I asked over the marine channel. “Counting fifty confirmed rebels near the source of the breach. We are moving in position to engage. Need as many marines as you can spare. LR-24, out.”

			I knew Captain Archer would be pissed that I’d jumped my chain of command, but we didn’t have time to play politics. I needed trigger pullers, and I needed them now. I assumed that the bodies would be sent, so I didn’t wait for the official confirmation. Instead, I ordered teams of two leejes to the roofs of the three surrounding barracks. I couldn’t cover the entire space, but at least I could have Gladiator Squad sniping them from the only heights available to us. 

			With six of my ten leejes climbing to the roofs, I took the remaining four.

			“Pool, join Kowalski on the rooftop. If I buy the farm, you’re in charge.” 

			“Moving, LT!”

			“Padagas, you’re with me. If we run into any captured tech, I’ll need you to decrypt it.”

			Selfishly, I also wanted a leej I trusted watching my back.

			I needed to keep the enemy bottled up. Other fuzzies were already roaming the base, but for now I had to focus on stopping them at the source of the incursion. We could seek out and destroy the rest of those kranking murderers later. 

			“Make your shots count,” I told Gladiator Squad.

			Scanning the area, I looked for anything which could be of use. And then I saw it—a blessed dumpster.

			“LR-133, move the dumpster,” I ordered. “We’ll block the area between the two barracks. It’ll give us a chance, a small defensive position.”

			“I’m tracking, LT, we’ll make it work. KTF,” said Padagas.

			“No heroics, Padagas. We need you alive and killing these kranking traitors. You got me, son?”

			He didn’t verbally answer, just a solitary clicking of his tongue on his toggle switch. I helped him shove the dumpster. It groaned as its rusty wheels struggled to regain mobility. I wonder how old that thing was to not even have had repulsors. It took hard work, but we managed it. Meanwhile, the other three leejes with us watched our backs. 

			Once the dumpster was in place, I assigned our fields of fire and waited for them to come out. 

			“They’re massing by the barrack’s doors, LT!” Pool told me.

			If I was in charge of the rebels, I’d be preparing to break out and hit us from behind. They were probably waiting on what I now assumed were scouts to return. But those Arthavans were good and dead. And the rest of these mukkas were about to join them. 

			



		

22

			We kept low behind the dumpster, waiting. Looking around at the area, I took stock. The large barracks stood like miniature castles ready to repel the flea-ridden masses. The buildings had low parapets running along their roofs. I could almost imagine the ancient Arthavans standing up there with their spears, defending hearth and home, fighting to the bitter end. 

			The parapets gave the perfect cover for my leej teams on the roofs, allowing them to safely search for and acquire targets of opportunity. Without something larger than a blaster, those bubbas were safe. If the fuzzies did have something bigger—rockets, missiles, mortars—my leejes would be in trouble. That’s why I’d stayed dirtside, to ensure that didn’t happen. 

			“What are they waiting for?” Pool asked quietly over the L-comm.

			“Any moment now,” I replied. “Wait for it.”

			I was ready for it. In these close quarters, our training and doctrine proved its worth. Finally. We knew how to use our surroundings to their most devastating effect. We’d all been trained to use the enemy’s perceived strength against them. Combat was a fluid thing, and we’d been trained to swim in those waters. 

			Larger forces often felt invulnerable, but a smart leej could negate that in a close quarters battle. We mostly called it CQB, because military officers loved acronyms and we loved confusing the civvies. But whatever you called it, we knew how to be deadly in tight situations. The scenario unfolding around me was like every boring training evolution I’d done since I’d enlisted all those years ago. It was so on the nose that I feared a trap.

			“Wait for it…”

			I couldn’t let fear of messing up stop me from acting when the time came. Doing nothing was deadlier than making the wrong decision. Satisfied that we’d taken advantage of the heights, I focused on the ground level. We had the advantage here too, but it took some adjustments to our HUDS.

			“Max your audio feeds,” I told the four leejes who’d remained with me. “We wanna be sure we hear them coming in case the HUDs update bio-sigs slower than real-time. Trust your brothers and ignore the rest.”

			I felt safer knowing that the slate rock in front of us would give us an additional early warning. I was about to assign everyone’s sector of fire when Padagas sent me a request for a private chat.

			“Be quick, Padagas, they’ll be here soon,” I said.

			“Roger, LT,” Padagas replied. “This dumpster has a lift feature. I used to play on these in the slums where I grew up. If I tweak it just right, we can have one of us go prone underneath it. Snipe them from cover. They’ll probably not think to aim that low. Even if they try, it’ll be a small target.”

			Looking around, I took a second to reassess the battlefield around me. I nodded, he was right. If the lift function he mentioned still worked, then it was a solid tactical move.

			“Make it happen,” I ordered.

			With the final touches made to our assigned sectors of fire, we waited. The assault had to be coming any second now. I decided to check in with Captain Stanton, who was now leading two squads of marines to our location.

			“Red Company Actual, adjust movement to the angles marked on your HUD.” I sent the data to his optic overlay, a two-centimeter thick square piece of smart impact-glass that could extend from his helmet in front of one eye. Not a full-surround helmet like the Legion, but enough for him to see what he needed seeing. “You’ll flank them and push them into my meat grinder. LR-24, out.”

			Surprisingly, the two company commanders were trusting my judgement. I didn’t know if that would happen again after the incident with the ALTO. Desperate times.

			All our forces in reserve were being channeled my way.  

			I gave a final command, just to fill the silence. “Check your blasters, make sure you’ve got fresh charge packs.”

			My order was unnecessary, but it made me feel like I was doing something productive. Knowing that the entire camp could stand or fall in part because of my decisions was scary. I’d rather switch places with Virgil and face another charging horde of wild charka than be the officer in charge of these decisions. But Oba never asked for my opinion; he ordained what he wanted, and I was stuck with it. It was our lot in life to accept the divine wisdom and bend our will to his.

			“I’ve got movement!” Pool called down to me.

			My theological musings were cut short as enemy soldiers finally streamed out of the barracks in front of us. We couldn’t see them yet, but they seemed to be massing for a large push. They weren’t even trying to be quiet. I said a quick prayer that I could turn their hubris against them. They hadn’t made it easy; the fuzzies were exiting through the door closest to the cliff. That was the worst angle of fire for my team. 

			“Can you maneuver and put eyes on for me, Pool?”

			“Negative, sir.”

			Cursing that we didn’t have many troops up there, I thought about re-tasking the anti-air gunners, but they were needed in case the MCR had more fighters at their disposal. Gladiator Squad would have to stand alone until the marines showed up. And they were taking their sweet time. Clearly, they needed more PT when we got home. If we made it home. 

			Stop it.

			I couldn’t let my defeatist attitude get me down—my men were counting on me. I had my duty as a leej officer. 

			Keep going, Fetch, one step at a time.

			“Make ready!” I had my blaster trained for the barracks wall, ready for the first kranker to pop his hairy head around the corner.

			The rebels charged without war cries or shouts. They seemed to think of themselves as undetected. They ran into a wall of legion bolts for their trouble, but it didn’t seem to matter. I’d kill one, but it seemed like ten more were right behind. They just kept coming. 

			“No head shots! Aim center mass!” I bellowed at the four leejes with me. 

			I lost track of the number of souls I sent to the afterlife… maybe that was for the best. Either way, we were about to be overrun. 

			“Prepare to pull back,” I shouted, trying to be heard over the adrenaline rushing through our blood.

			“Hold what you’ve got,” Captain Stanton ordered. “I’m almost on them!”

			“You were supposed to flank them, sir!”

			“Gunny took that route, we split our forces.”

			I made a snap decision.

			“Sir, go around us,” I told him. “We’ll stall ’em for a few more moments, throw our last grenades. We’ll pull back in retreat if we have to. We’ll keep the fuzzies focused on us. Your marines hit their other flank.”

			“Affirmative.”

			I got onto the Gladiator Squad L-comm. “Use whatever grenades you have left. Pool, I authorize you to throw them danger close.”

			“These army blasters are overheating, LT!”

			“Keep firing anyway,” I ordered. “We’ll swap it out when we get back to the walls.”

			We kept firing as the fraggers boomed amid the massed MCR. That, combined with our relentless blaster fire, broke the rebel charge. We forced the fuzzies to pull back behind the barracks. They began to open fire on us and it became apparent that they’d acquired Legion weapons from their fighting with the 9th.

			Clank, clank, clank went the metallic wall of the dumpster as the hyenas took their shots.

			“They know I’m down here, sir!” shouted a near-panicked Padagas.

			“Prioritize anyone with grenades!” I shouted to him and to everyone else. “Just keep shooting! For the love of Oba, take out that SAB. I’ll be damned if we’re killed by our own weapons.”

			CLANK, CLACK, CLANK.

			I could feel the heat of the blaster bolts warming the dumpster as we pressed against it for cover. At this rate, the thing was liable to turn to slag.

			“They’re overcharging their shots,” I called out. “Hit the shooter when he tries to change packs. It’ll deplete pretty damn quick.”

			“Die already!” Padagas yelled, dropping a trio of MCR who attempted to break away from the pack to move to new cover.

			“Ignore the horde—shoot the damn gunners.”

			CLANK, CLACK, CLANK.

			“Red Company Actual, where is your Gunny?” I asked Captain Stanton. “We’re getting our asses chewed up over here.”

			“He’s pinned down by another group of fuzzies, same as us. He’s hard pressed; we’re on our own.”

			Looking around at my men, I knew what I had to do. I was going to bring them home. I was going to keep the promise I’d failed to keep with the men of Berserker Squad. Ducking, I grabbed Padagas’s ankle, alerting him beneath the dumpster.

			“I’m going to flank them,” I said.

			“You’re gonna what, sir?”

			“Gonna circle around behind those barracks. I need you to keep their heads down, use every grenade you’ve got.”

			“I’m out, sir!”

			I checked my webbing and pulled off two fraggers, handing them to Padagas as he extracted himself from beneath the dumpster. “Take my grenades and give me your pistol.”

			He started to object, until I tightened my grip on his arm and shook him. “Now, Padagas!”

			He got the message. Nodding, he drew his pistol and checked its charge. “Be careful, LT.”

			”Thanks.” Saying a quick prayer, I started to take off but stopped short.

			“If this goes belly-up, Padagas, tell Ashley I’m sorry. Tell her I loved her, that I did it for her.”

			I had to stop, I was getting choked up and couldn’t start crying now. Instead, I thumped his chest with my gauntlet and started running with every ounce of strength I had left. I was winded. I could feel the cold burning in my lungs as I pushed my body. I cursed myself for not having spent more time in the gym, but I pushed onward. I ran past the barracks we’d stationed ourselves between, toward the wall that butted up against the sheer dropping cliffs. Turning right, I headed along the wall toward the other cliff facing wall.

			Man, these buildings are huge, I thought. 

			I kept running, fighting the urge to head away from the fight. I stopped as soon as I got to the last barrack and peered around the corner. I could see the fuzzies massing for another assault. If I didn’t do something, they’d likely break our small barricade. I had to stop them. Had to buy the marines time to flank them from the other side. 

			My life for my brothers. I was at peace with my decision. I checked my weapons one last time, slung my blaster around my back and pulled my own pistol. I’d never wielded two guns before, but I’d gotten in so close that I couldn’t miss. I had a straight shot down the street into the clustered cultist group. 

			Taking a deep breath, I said one last prayer. 

			“Oba, protect my family. Make their lives long and fruitful. Protect my men. Bring them home to the arms of their loved ones. Make my feet swift, my aim deadly, and welcome me into the embrace of my ancestors.”

			It took another few moments to bring myself to move from the shelter of the building. I knew waiting would lower my odds of making it out alive. Tightening my grip on my blasters, I turned the corner and sprinted toward the enemy. 

			I resisted the urge to immediately fire at them, wanting to get close enough where I could have a more devastating effect. I found myself wishing that I’d held on to those grenades. That would have done the job! I just hoped I could get those shots off before they gunned me down. This only worked if they ignored their flanks, if their battle lust overwhelmed their discipline. If they were alert and aware, I was dead. I had to try anyway, or my leej brothers died with me. 

			Kill them first, indeed, I thought as I ran. 

			Still nothing! The fuzzies were ignoring me.

			I reached that spot where I could unleash bolts into their ranks sooner than expected, adrenaline pushing me past what I thought I was capable of. The rebels were howling. Stamping their feet. Beating their chests and shaking their weapons in a sort of blood lust. As though they were pushing themselves in a berserker rage for a final charge that would not be turned back. It was terrifying, but I was well past the point of no return. The realization that I was already dead freed me to do my duty. 

			Miraculously the rebels still hadn’t noticed me. They were too busy howling like loons. It almost sounded like laughter. Many of them were jumping up and down, like some primitive ritual. They hadn’t noticed me, but they would soon. If I was going to die, then I’d KTF like a leej. Kill them first—it was all that I had left.

			“For Santos!”

			I pulled both triggers, firing as quickly as I could. I wasn’t trying to be fancy, there wasn’t the time for that. I was aiming center mass, just like I’d been taught. I let my HUD aim-assist help me put my bolts on target. But there were so many hairy hyenas clustered together that I couldn’t miss.

			I watched those closest to me drop, thudding to the ground. I kept running, until my borrowed pistol beeped. Empty. Cursing, I threw it into the massed enemy as they turned and opened fire on me. I skidded to a halt and crouched into a shooter’s stance as I fired my own pistol. I was more accurate and precise that way, and my body count increased. But it wasn’t enough, as there were too many of them. 

			Standing still, I kept firing, reloading, and firing some more. I didn’t duck or make any effort to evade their fire. I just fired my weapon—calm, cool, and collected. Another day on the range.

			Blaster bolts danced around me, none of them finding their way to my armor. The MCR was starting to panic, and their aim was showing it. My luck wouldn’t hold out forever, and I was starting to feel the singe of the bolts flying around me. It’d be over soon.

			Beep. Pack empty.

			“For Santos!” I screamed my rage and hurled my pistol at them. The shock had worn off, and with me temporarily disarmed, they started charging toward me. I was so hyped up that it took me a moment to realize I wasn’t done firing, and I scrambled for my blaster. The Miif-7 was on a combat sling, and I quickly had it in my hands again. I threw more bolts at them. 

			“Stay dead! Take that!”

			Too few hyenas dropped and stayed down. 

			I remember what happened in those next few moments vividly. It was like watching a holovid in slow motion. One of the fuzzies got desperate and dove at me with an active grenade in his hands. He fell well short, but the blast knocked me off my feet. In his haste, the Arthava had inadvertently landed on the grenade, absorbing the worst of the blast. 

			It still hurt me. The fall to the rocky pavement did what the grenade hadn’t, rendering me unconscious. Not a kill, but the rebel had traded its own life to take the threat out of the fight.

			***

			A blast of cold air from my bucket woke me. Shaking my head, I fought off the blurriness and heaved myself up for one final stand in the intersection between the barracks. I wasn’t aware at the time, but I was unintentionally giving Gladiator Squad a show. 

			I got to see that stand through Padagas’s bucket cam later. Gladiator saw the enemy grenade explode near me. They’d watched as I’d flown into the air, gravity doing what the rebel hadn’t. I wish I could say my landing was graceful, like in our repulsor landing training. It wasn’t that nice. In fact, it was an ugly fall. 

			Still, my actions did stall the fuzzies long enough for the marines to hit them from behind. 

			“How do you like my hullbusters?” I shouted at the Arthavans who were in the process of being routed by the SOAR bubbas who had broken their lines and were now cutting them down with their vibro-blades. Theirs were actually intended for combat. Not bayonets like ours, which had only been intended for parade grounds. No, the marines had real-life combat knives that they used to make a bloody mess of the cultist fuzzies. The sheer brutality was beautiful, in its own grisly way. Rebel blood stained the cobblestones as they went to join their ancestors.

			It was about the most beautiful thing I could’ve woken up to see after being knocked for a loop.

			By the time the fog cleared and I could think clearly, the marines had turned the tide of that battle. They’d sent over a hundred of the furry hyenas to the afterlife. I wondered at the reception the Arthava rebels would get from Oba but decided I didn’t have the charity in my heart to care. Their reception wasn’t my concern. My job was to arrange the meeting. 

			“Toughen up,” I muttered to myself. Breathing deeply, I waited until it felt like the world stop spinning. I had to make sure this entryway into the camp was off the table for the MCR.

			“… LT, we need… wall… how copy?”

			I could tell that Corporal Pool was trying to reach me, but couldn’t figure out what he was saying. Tapping my bucket, I walked over to the clustered marines. They’d encircled the body of one of their own, and I lamented the loss. I didn’t know who he was, but I mourned with them. 

			“Comm errors, Pool,” I said. “Wait one.”

			But the corporal came through nice and clear a second later. “They need us back on the wall—we need to wrap this up, sir.”

			When I got closer to the marines, I saw that the dead body was Captain Stanton. Red Company had lost their commander, a harsh blow to their esprit de corps. They’d fought this battle to support us. That made them my leejes too. Kneeling, I laid my hand on the shoulder of the dead captain. 

			“Rest easy, sir. We’ll make ’em pay.”

			“Enemy blaster got him, sir.” The marine sergeant struggled through his tears. “But Cap kept fighting, right until Oba claimed him.”

			“He did SOAR proud today,” I said, “and I gladly call him brother. But we can’t mourn now, there’s work to be done. Krankers to kill.”

			“Never enough, sir,” the sergeant said, conviction returning to his voice.

			“Of what?” I asked.

			“Never enough charge packs for the bodies we’re gonna stack, sir.”

			“That’s the sentiment that I’d expect from SOAR marines. Revenge now, mourn later. First, we need to quickly search the dead. Look for any useful intelligence. Get two marines to lay Captain Stanton off to the side, we’ll bury him as soon as we can. Once we search the dead, we’ll blow the tunnel they entered from. This can’t have been for nothing.” 

			“Ooah, sir.”

			I joined the rest of Red Company as they searched for anything useful. The dead often provided more useable intelligence than the living. A quick L-comms message had Padagas joining us with his small fire team that had fought from behind the dumpster, adding eyes to the search for useable intel and consumables. The expanded search for intel found nothing, though I hadn’t really expected it to. These MCR knew they were going into the belly of the beast for a fight. Usually not the best place to bring your secrets.

			Convinced we weren’t finding anything of immediate value we could exploit against the enemy, I adjusted our search for equipment that could help us out. “Marines, look for any gear we can salvage.”

			While they looked, I retrieved my pistol, and reloaded it from a universal charge pack I’d found on a rebel officer. The dead kranker wouldn’t be needing it. His pistol was clipped to my armor, a war trophy. Should his family protest the loss of their inherited property, I figured I could return it, one plasma bolt at a time. Fully rearmed, I hunted down Padagas’s pistol, and reloaded it as well.

			He seemed pleased when I handed him back his sidearm, replying with more pep than I’d heard from him since the night in the cave.

			“Thanks, sir. This pistol meant a lot to me.” He gave it a fond look before slipping it in his webbing. “The judge who sentenced me to the reserves gave it to me. It was a gift for finishing boot camp, for making the cut. She saved me from the work camps, told me I reminded her of her late father. I like to think he’s watching over me. When I get home, I want to return it to her.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I put a hand on his shoulder, and stood there with him for a moment. He broke the spell, clearing his throat, and the moment passed.

			“Let’s go blow the hole, sir,” he said. “If we’re quick, we might make it back to the walls in time for some target practice.”

			Slapping the back of his bucket, I turned to the barracks where the enemy had managed to find an access tunnel. The marines of Red Company had secured the opening and had it wired to blow. They were just waiting on orders now. I stayed back and sent a quick update to Captain Archer.

			“Well done, Fetch. I’ve talked with their lieutenants and assumed command of all forces here. Blow that hole and get back on the wall. There’s work to be done, and we need all hands on this one. LR-01, out.”
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			I can still feel the bulk of him, of Captain Stanton. He was a solidly built man, and his armored flak vest only added to his weight. I set him aside, pulling him out of the morass of dead MCR and marines from that last skirmish. There really wasn’t time for anything else, but I wanted to be able to easily find Stanton and make sure he was given all possible honors if we survived this attack. 

			“Red Company Marines!” I shouted, taking an initiative I hadn’t seen their surviving officers show. “Follow Corporal Pool back to the line!”

			 “They fight like us,” Padagas said as the hullbusters hustled with us back to the walls to keep the MCR waves at bay. “Now they’re fighting with us. Has the world turned topsy-turvy, LT?”

			“Maybe, Padagas, maybe. But as far as I’m concerned, those SOAR marines are leejes. Honorarily so, at a bare minimum.”

			It was a sentiment I heard from the other leejes, as well. If we made it home, when we made it home, I’d petition to have their names added to the Caledonian Hall of Honor and Remembrance. They deserved nothing less.

			“Does this mean we can’t tell marine jokes now, sir?”

			“Hell no,” I said, cracking the first smile of the day.

			When I rejoined my leejes on the walls, I was surprised to find that the enemy had gone silent. Captain Archer had sounded as though the battle was still raging on, and I didn’t put the lack of blaster fire being exchanged together in my mind until I saw the stillness on the walls myself.

			“Were did the rebels go?” I asked Dwyer.

			“They stopped once you broke their assault inside Camp Jericho, LT.”

			“Do we have eyes on their location now?”

			“They faded back into the mountain mists, sir. Left their dead, though.” 

			“Is that significant?”

			“Would we leave our dead?” Virgil kept scanning the rocks and hills, any little movement catching his attention.

			“Not if we could help it. But that’s a whole helluvalot of dead MCR down there. Not sure they could take them away even if they wanted to.”

			“Huh,” grunted Dwyer.

			I knew the sergeant was trying to get me to see something. Maybe another teachable moment. “Listen: Sergeant. We don’t have time for this… Tell me what I’m not seeing.”

			“They’ll be back, sir. They aren’t done with us yet. Not by a long shot.”

			Hundreds of bodies littered the open field in front of us. Charka and Arthava lay where they’d fallen. Piles of bodies showed where his most effective marksmen had been stationed.

			“Virgil, find out whose sectors those piles of fuzzies belong to. I want their names. We’ll move those men wherever the enemy mass.”

			“Already have the list. Check your HUD, LT.”

			I magnified my HUD’s view, still wanting to review the battlefield. The list could wait. I scanned through the piles of enemy rebels, pondering. What could motivate their strange fanaticism? Sure, the Repub had its issues, but slaughtering a city of two million innocents and then throwing themselves in successive suicide charges didn’t seem to fit the problems the MCR were constantly highlighting in their endless propaganda holos. 

			“What could be worth all of this?”

			I asked my question in the sanctity of my bucket, but I doubt any answer would’ve satisfied my curiosity. Chaos and anarchy, that’s what the rebels seemed to be after. Anything less would merely swap the names but leave the failings of our Republic. It wasn’t malice that caused our woes, just the unfeeling nature of rank bureaucracy. But smaller governments couldn’t protect us from the malevolent forces that lurked within the shadow. Smaller government couldn’t protect us from the crime families hiding on the edges of the galaxy. Heck, they couldn’t even protect us from the evil inside the core of the Republic.

			“Does it bother you that the fuzzies have gone silent, Virgil?”

			“It does,” he said grimly. 

			It worried me that Virgil also thought the delay seemed ominous. What was coming next? 

			“LR-01, it’s silent out there,” I called in to the captain. “Any news from the 9th, or from Fleet? If something doesn’t happen soon, the men will break, sir.”

			There was only silence at first, but I knew the other LTs from the marines were listening on the comm, wanting answers too. Everyone in Camp Jericho wanted answers. 

			“Fleet is on the other side of the planet right now,” Archer’s voice finally crackled through my helmet, “and won’t be back in range for several more hours. The 9th is engaged with another force out there. We’ve just got to hold what we’ve got for now. Things are quiet now, so pull half of the men from the line and let them rest. Fetch, you’ve got what’s left of Rage Company. I need to oversee the larger element now. I’ll be in touch when we know more. LR-01, out.”

			It wasn’t the most helpful news, but I knew that no news was worse than bad news. I took a moment to process the information, before the implications of Archer’s last comment hit. I was in charge of Rage Company. Could we rightly call it a company? Only eight squads remained of the sixteen we started with. Half of our men were dead. Friends and neighbors. Gone, just like that. 

			“Will this all matter in the end?” I asked Virgil. “Were my friends’ deaths worth it?”

			“It matters, LT. We’ll make it matter. As long as we remember, our leejes will live forever.”

			Hardening my resolve, I connected with my corporals.

			“Pool and Faulkner, pull half of your leejes from the line. Consolidate Rage Company into two sections, you’ll each lead one. Reassess your firing lanes and update them at your discretion.”

			“Sergeant Dwyer outranks us all,” Pool replied. “Shouldn’t we be reporting to him?”

			“Sergeant Dwyer will coordinate with both of you, but I need him free to help Doc Tran as needed. Pool, you’ve got command of 1st Section. Faulkner, 2nd is yours.”

			“How do you want to handle the rest cycle, LT?” Faulkner asked.

			“Figure it out. You don’t need me to tell you how to lead. Dismissed.”

			I hoped I was making the right call. Pulling one section off the line kept a fresh NCO commanding each watch rotation. Plus, we’d set a ten-minute overlap so changing the guard never left sleepy leejes on the walls. With the NCOs in charge, it left me to manage the larger picture. I was pleased at the rotation the experienced corporals set. It was an easy one to figure out—“five-and-five” was standard doctrine for inclement weather conditions. Five hours on watch, and five hours to recover. Long enough to get some meaningful sack time, but not so long that those on watch were overexposed to the harsh elements.

			The next several hours passed without incident. The calm lasted until 1st Section was on their second full watch shift. 

			“You’ve got to sleep too, LT,” Faulkner said.

			“I’ll sleep later, I need to be ready for—”

			“Sir… go. We need you in the fight, so rest until we’ve got something to shoot.”

			Only Faulkner’s insistence that I rest prevented me from remaining awake the entire time. He was right, and my mental faculties were clearer once I’d slept. When I woke up, I received an alert from Pool, who was back on watch.

			“Sensors went offline, LT. Should I send someone to check on them?”

			“Negative, we’re in no position to send leejes. It’s probably a trap… or they’re about to come. Either way, I need every blaster in the fight.”

			Great, now our only early warning was eliminated. We were on our own. Worse, Captain Archer still hadn’t heard anything from higher up.

			***

			I was leaning against the parapets with Corporal Pool. Searching the horizon for any sign of the enemy activity. Even though I was on alert, I was still surprised when we heard a distinct rumble coming from somewhere down below. I didn’t know what the noise was, but it didn’t sound good. It felt sinister. Ominous. 

			“LR-01, sir… there’s been a development here,” I said. “I don’t recognize the sounds, but the rebels are doing something down there. LR-24 out.”

			“I’m aware, Fetch,” said Captain Archer. “Fleet is monitoring from orbit; the fuzzies have some sort of mobile armored weapons platform. It appears to be a fighting vehicle, but it’s not repulsor-driven like ours. Definitely not friendly. Get your A-P launchers online. Take out those vehicles the moment they appear, or things could get dicey.”

			I wanted to ask if the Fleet being aware meant that we’d get some kelhorned air support. But figured that since the captain didn’t mention the possibility, it was off the table.

			 “Roger, sir. KTF! LR-24, out.”

			Like all good NCOs, Corporal Pool seemed to know when something big was coming. He was by my side waiting for me as I cut comms with the commander. I don’t know if I gave something away, or he spied on the officers’ secure L-comm channel. I never did find out, but I would’ve loved that trick as a corporal, doubly so as a sergeant. I connected with him via a secure bucket-to-bucket comms link and gave him the update.

			“The rebels have some sort of tank coming our way,” I informed him. “I want our A-P men prepped, but otherwise maintain the five-and-five so our boys can rest. When they make the next push, I want clear heads. They’re massing their firepower, and Fleet can’t help.”

			“Yes, sir,” Pool replied. “I could hear the rumbling, too. I’ll make it happen.”

			I left the wall and headed for the chow tent. We couldn’t use the mess hall, it was too far away. Instead we’d repurposed the support building closest to us, turning it into the new dining facility. Across the camp, the mess hall served the marines and runners ferried the hot food to us. 

			With an enemy this numerous, getting too far from our post was risky. But in those moments, I enjoyed the simple comforts of the warm building. Taking off my bucket was a rare treat, and I relished breathing fresh air. Your bucket kept you alive, but the air recyclers weren’t miracle workers and eventually your personal funk could drive you batshit crazy. 

			Knowing I could breathe clean air, that my bucket was clipped to my belt and not on my head, was a glorious feeling after so long on duty. I savored it like a thirsty man worships water, while I shoveled hot food into my belly. The chow wasn’t good, but I was too tired to care. And the chef inside my head? He was easy to silence when your only other choice was a ration bar. I don’t remember what we ate, but I remember the hot kaff. 

			Some of the men of Rage Company took the opportunity to prod me for intel. “How long will we need to hold out before Fleet sends help, LT?”

			“I don’t know, Stern, I just don’t know.”

			“Can we hold that long, sir?”

			“We’re Rage Company, of course we can.”

			“Ooah, sir!”

			I was pouring my second cup when an explosion rocked the base. It wasn’t loud, but the rocky nature of the construction made everything vibrate. I gulped down as much of the beverage as I could and slammed the mug onto the table. I slapped my bucket onto my dome as I ran toward the walls.

			“Pool, report!”

			My HUD was on auto-pilot, scrolling a steady stream of data across my visor. I took it in, cursing. The enemy tanks had crested the hill while I was stuffing my face. Our A-P teams had gotten off a few missiles, but the rebel gunners were quicker in amassing their forces. Too dang quick. I’d thought I had at least another hour.

			With no reply from the corporal, I tried again. “Dammit, Pool, report in!”

			Still nothing. I scrolled through my HUD’s updates—Salvador and Pool, gone! That left Padagas and I the sole surviving members of Berserker Squad.

			I cursed myself for failing to keep my word. I’d failed to bring all of them home. Rationally, I knew it wasn’t my fault, but a weight slammed into my heart. I struggled to breathe as I ran for the walls. Rage Company—my brothers, my squad!

			Archer bellowed over L-comm, “To arms, to arms! Man the walls—enemy at the gates.” 

			The alert spread like wildfire. Up and down the walls of Camp Jericho, legionnaires and marines rushed into position—all tense, all looking for targets. 

			“Make your shots count!” I took the stairs two at a time up the parapet walls.

			There were troops beyond the walls, and swift enemy tanks. Much smaller than the Republic hover tanks or even the old Savage models I’d seen. No wonder these things rushed through the forest so quickly! They were maneuvering through and around the tree line with remarkable agility as their four independent treads propelled them into combat. On top of each boxy rectangle beast, I saw a hatch. 

			“If anyone pops their head out of that hatch, KTF!” Dwyer said into the L-comm, his usual steadiness calming everyone’s nerve.

			Virgil must’ve thought the hatch allowed the vehicle commander to pop out and visually inspect the battlefield. Above that exit sat the main gun. I wanted no part of it. I didn’t know what these strange vehicles were, but one of the marines had already nicknamed them the crawling devils. It fit the bill, so we went with it.

			“Least there’s only a few of those crawling devils,” I said to Rage Company, hoping to buoy their spirits.

			But their numbers continued to climb. Five, ten, and finally thirty tanks. Fear and despair clenched my gut. I wanted to cry. We’d almost held them back and completed the mission. But that was over now; we didn’t have the resources to fight off so many tanks. There were more of them than we had missiles. Assuming every shot was a kill, which wasn’t likely. 

			“Back blast area clear… Fire in the hole!” shouted one A-P gunner.

			We kept firing, and took out as many tanks as we had missiles for, but soon even that advantage was gone. The large bore cannons on the massed tanks began adjusting their aim. The shelling was about to start, and there was nothing we could do about it.

			“Hunker behind the parapets!” I yelled.

			Scanning the field, I tried looking for a strategy that would beat these beasts. I went through every sophisticated tactic I could remember from the sergeant’s course, but I had nothing. My heart pounded in my throat. When my men needed me to be on my game, I came up short. I could see that a few of vehicles were on fire. Six had already been taken out by our missiles. But we didn’t have an unlimited supply of the things. 

			“Make your shots count!” I yelled at the nearest gunner. Then, to Dwyer, “How many missiles do we have left?” 

			“Eleven, sir.”

			Even if we managed one kill per missile, we could only take out half of them with what we had left. That still left us with thirteen of these monsters to fight off. Would the walls of Camp Jericho hold? The fortified castle that the Repub had reclaimed was old. It had been built in a more primitive time, when the weapons weren’t as powerful. We were about to find out how good these ancient engineers were, and it was going to get bloody.

			“Be ready for more wounded leejes,” I warned Doc Tran over the L-comm.

			“You think?” the doc spat back.

			It was clear that this second volley wasn’t meant for casualties, though. They were aiming for the dome of doom and took out our portable anti-missile defense system. I didn’t know if we could salvage it, but even if it could be saved, we lacked the technical expertise to do the job. 

			More rounds came at us, easily taking out one of the main gates into Camp Jericho. The one on my section of the wall. If we couldn’t keep the enemy outside the camp, we’d die. The rebels outnumbered us, and now they outgunned us. 

			“Looking grim, Virgil.”

			“We’re not dead yet,” he growled. 

			The crawling devils continued to advance, despite the best efforts of our gunners. We took out nine more of them—half, but not enough. They threw rounds at us with wild abandon, without a care for fire discipline. The tanks adjusted their angle to lob shells into the camp itself. One of which slammed through one of the barracks, sending rock and debris everywhere. 

			Baboom.

			Dust and dirt floated in the breeze, obscuring our vision, and still they kept firing. Our missile mules were spent.

			“I want someone scouring the camp for more A-P missiles!” Captain Archer yelled over comm.

			A squad of marines peeled away from the wall for the search.

			“Status on Fleet, sir?” I shouted into L-comm.

			“They’re back. Hold position at all costs.” The grave tone of Archer’s voice made me wonder if he had gotten word and just didn’t have the heart to share the answer—that help wasn’t coming from the Navy.

			“Sir, there are still fifteen of them,” I told Captain Archer. “We did the best we could but couldn’t get them all. Sir, they’ve already taken out the gates. It might be time to consider a danger close—”

			“No! We won’t call fire on our own position, understand me, Ocampo? We aren’t there yet. I’ve kept our superiors updated, they’re working out a strike package now. Hold what you’ve got, and KTF.”

			“How?” I asked in frustration. “How do we kill them when we’re out of missiles? Our blasters won’t even singe these tanks. If we had more missiles, we’d be good to go. Sir, how do we continue the fight?”

			“You’re an officer in the Legion! Find a way.”

			



		

24

			Stern was the first of my men to snap. “We gotta fall back! Call in the ALTO!”

			“Hold your ground, Stern!” I shouted over the open comm, hoping the rage I let fly would cow him and stop anyone else from joining his call for retreat. “Don’t give an inch, there’s nowhere to pull back to.”

			The besieged walls rumbled beneath our feet, but we stood our ground. The rebel tanks were turning our covered firing positions into craters, thinning out my already understrength unit. Yet the leejes of Rage Company leaned over the parapets and sent bolts downrange. 

			The wall before me boomed and sent a spray of splintered stone and dust falling down on top of me, covering me in grit. 

			“How many shells do those kelhorns have?” I yelled to myself as the little bits of rock tinked down on my LARK.

			We’d fire bolts at any troops in the open, knowing that it would be them who would overwhelm and kill us if they started to pour through the holes the tanks would make. That would draw more fire from the tanks, causing us to drop back down behind the wall. Initially, the MCR infantry were sparse. But once it was clear that we’d fired the last of our missiles, the fuzzies became emboldened. They flooded out of the woods and into our camp. The krankers waltzed right in through the destroyed gates. 

			“Sket!” I shouted, turning to find Corporal Pool. I stopped short. 

			He was dead. In so many pieces it would take a bio-recovery team days’ worth of DNA scanning to find all of him. Now Padagas was again leading a squad of legionnaires. Our numbers were getting dangerously low.

			Kaboom.

			I reached for the nearest leej only to be thrown down onto the rocky walkway of the parapet I’d been standing on over the gates—it’d taken another direct hit. The structure shook as another round followed the last. I struggled to regain my feet, despite the swaying movement from the castle walls. For a moment I thought the entire wall was going to come down, ending me and the rest of the defenders in one cataclysmic avalanche of stone. 

			The rebel tanks hit the walkway over the crumpled gates a third time. And now I could tell this section above the gate was definitely going to topple.

			“Move!” I shouted at other nearby leejes. “Off the walkway!”

			Modern weapons proved to be too much for the structure—the arched walkway crashed to the ground. I scrambled, desperately trying to reach for something to hold onto, but I fell to the rocks below. 

			I hit the ground with a thud, my bucket smashing onto the castle rubble. My ears rang. My vision blurred. I struggled to remember where I was. I wasn’t even sure who I was for a few moments, but my bucket kept feeding me data. A howling horde of additional MCR swarmed past me in even greater numbers than we’d previously seen, completely oblivious to those of us on the ground. 

			I’m sure we all looked dead. A frightful sight, dozens of broken and mangled bodies.

			I’d landed badly and twisted my leg. It wasn’t broken, but it hurt. What concerned me more was the pain in my left arm. My HUD lit up a red icon, warning me that my arm was fractured, but I could already tell. Fortune was on my side again, because I hadn’t broken my suit integrity. With the fight going on all around me, I knew I’d have to deal with my injuries later. The synthprene suit underneath helped stabilize my arm, buying me time until death or Fleet ended my pain.

			Momentarily safe between waves of MCR, I hopped onto the L-comm and sent a message.

			“LR-01, the archway over the gates is compromised,” I managed. “Rebels pouring in… my HUD estimates over five hundred of them. That can’t be right, but my bucket hit the rocks pretty hard when I fell. I’ll KTF, sir. Do my best.” 

			Despite my best efforts, I still slurred my words. Moments of brilliant white pain temporarily obscured everything else.

			“Roger,” Archer acknowledged. “Commander’s report indicates you’ve fractured your arm and sprained your leg. We’ll get a medic to you as soon as the situation allows. Hold tight, and don’t do anything stupid. We’re pulling some of Red Company over to relieve your men. The 9th is finally freed up and is dropping an HK-PP behind those monsters, one of those tank-hunting mechs. Just hold on. We’ll turn the tide and pull you back, Lieutenant. LR-01, out.”

			Holy muck buckers. That wasn’t fleet support but an HK-PP mech was more than welcome!

			The pain was getting worse. My limbs throbbed and white specs of light danced across my vision. I felt nauseous, even though I knew my LARK had issued meds. They weren’t helping. I must’ve looked dead, because the rebels continued to stream past me into Camp Jericho. 

			“Oba,” I groaned.

			I couldn’t wait for rescue, not while my men were still fighting for their lives. I knew that I couldn’t trust the updates from my damaged bucket, so I shut them off. Until I could affect the outcome, I didn’t want to know whether my boys lived or died. I needed to focus on the here and now, on what was immediately in front of my blaster. 

			The stream of rebels had slowed to a trickle. They were probably all in the camp. Then I was alone with the tanks in front of me. Those crawling devils continued to blast away at the walls of the Camp Jericho, not satisfied with the damage they’d already wrought.  

			Nothing I could do about that. 

			I took stock, pushing them from my mind. I evaluated the enemy ground forces. They appeared unarmored, but they carried a wide variety of weapons—blasters, flamers, rockets, slug throwers. 

			I could put in some work against those guys.

			I ignored those armed with pistols and blasters. They were deadly, but our leejes could handle them in a stand-up fight. The rockets and flamers, those were a serious threat. And I was in position to take them out.  

			The flamers and rocket wielding fuzzies had to die. I targeted them, immediately excluding all other targets. All I needed were a few uninterrupted shots. I’d go down fighting, take a few of them out before they killed me. If I was lucky, their flamers and rockets would explode, killing even more of them. If not, I’d still be buying my men some time.

			Oba help me, but I was ready for the pain to end. I was ready to walk among my ancestors, to tell them that I’d honored my family. I’d returned their name unstained. I lay broken at the gates of Camp Jericho, with one simple request. I prayed that every bolt flew true, that what I sacrificed mattered. I wanted my unborn baby to know that his daddy had done something important. To know my suffering had merit, that it was worth the blood debt I was about to pay.

			Biting my lip against the pain, I rose up to an awkward kneeling position with my bum leg off to the side. I used my injured left arm to create a stable firing platform for my blaster and scanned for targets. I took one last calming breath and brought my face down to the scope of my blaster. 

			“Where are you?” I whispered.

			My HUD and scope quickly synced. I was ready for action. I panned the confines of Camp Jericho for the right targets. Then I saw it, the telltale bulk of a flamer. If I could hit the fuel container, it would end badly for the enemy. It was as good of a first target as I could think of. I got to work.

			“Oba guide me…” I prayed.

			The first bolt went into the tanker’s pack and ignited it and the wearer into a ball of flames.

			“… that I might do thy bidding.”

			 A rocket clattered to the ground next to its dead owner. 

			“Make me the swift and deadly instrument of your will.”

			 Two more dead. 

			“Let my aim be true…” I recited by rote, entranced by the battle around me. I was dropping targets in rapid succession. 

			“… and my cause righteous.”

			 More. 

			“Make my hand faster than those who seek to do me harm.”

			 Please, just a few more. 

			“Grant me victory over my foes, that I might protect your people.”

			Them. Stop them.

			“And Oba, if today is truly the day you call me home…”

			 That one. 

			“… then let me die…”

			 Him, too. 

			“… with my foe prostrate at my feet.”

			I wasn’t sure that Oba would truly approve of a prayer like that. It was likely a conceit of the warrior seeking to understand his war. But it brought me solace as I prepared to meet my end. I was afraid, and I might’ve pissed myself, but I wanted to go out on my terms. I needed to know that my family name remained unstained by cowardice. 

			I fired bolt after bolt, depleting several blaster battery packs. Changing batteries was difficult with a fractured arm, but adrenaline let me ignore the pain. The enemy had finally recognized that I was there, that I was a threat, but I ignored their shots. I fired through it all, letting my HUD prompt me where to shoot as my muzzle swept Camp Jericho.

			I watched rocketeers and flamers die, some of them exploding gloriously at my hand. I screamed my fury, I cried, but I kept shooting. Bolt after bloody bolt. Eventually, some of the other wounded leejes near me regained consciousness and joined my hunt. There were eight of us against the entire Bar Kokhba Revolt and their MCR allies. 

			That’s how it felt, anyway.

			Our war was focused on the few meters around us, on the compound swarming with rebels. 

			“Target the flamers and the rocketeers,” I screamed over the L-comm. “When you can’t find those, go for the teams on the crew-served platforms. KTF, and I’ll see you in Paradise.”

			The snarling Arthava returned fire at an increasing rate, but I wasn’t afraid. If anything, this helped us. It prevented the tanks mobilizing in our rear from firing on us without also inflicting friendly casualties. Bolts slapped the rubble around me. One lucky rebel shot me in the chest, but the bolt deflected off my armor. It was painful, but my armor held. It didn’t help my fuzzy vision, though, so I let the computer in my helmet do its job. 

			I’d found my peace, and I continued reciting my prayer. I begged Oba to let each bolt save my brothers, and zeroed in on the enemy. A hand grabbed my shoulder. I swung around wildly, blaster waving, arm searing in pain, and came face-to-face with Corporal Faulkner. I almost panicked, afraid a fuzzy had gotten in that close, but it was just one of my leejes. 

			“Follow me, LT!”

			The large Corporal Faulkner had led a fire team to pull us out. There were only three of us left, still firing, as we were dragged toward Rage Company’s line. 

			“I can’t walk.”

			“Stern and Kowalski!” Faulkner bellowed, motioning his men to some of the broken leejes near my side. “Grab the carry handles on the back of their LARKs. I’ll grab the LT.”

			We didn’t stop firing. We couldn’t, we were lost in our own personal wars. I didn’t count how many lives I ended, and I’ve never checked the data from my bucket. I never want to know.

			“We’re coming in hot,” Faulkner called out as he ran.

			We were among our lines, clinging to the shadow of Camp Jericho’s walls as the legionnaires above us sent suppressing fire into the MCR ranks that had poured inside the base. I turned on my alerts to assess the situation. My ears suddenly hurt; I’d gotten used to the silence during my solitary battle at the gates. Now I could hear all of the chaos going on around me. Without the isolation, I had to fight to maintain my objectivity. I wasn’t just a leej with a blaster, I was an officer leading whatever was left of Rage Company. 

			“LR-01, I’m back with an isolated pocket of Rage Company. What’s the situation where you’re at, sir? Your HUD beacon went offline,” I asked Archer.

			There was only static over the direct comms line. I switched to the open command channel and repeated the message. This time I received an answer, though it wasn’t from my commander.

			“Sir, First Sergeant Rodney Bonner here. Captain Archer is down. Medics are working on him, but he’s out of the fight for now. He’s unconscious, so it’s all you now. Red Company’s officers are all dead. I think I’m the senior non-com left, and I’ve assumed command, until properly relieved.”

			“Roger, Gunny. Consolidate your troops into a defensible perimeter. Get them off the walls, we can’t hold them.”

			“Aye, sir. They’re already pulling back.”

			“Good, focus on repelling the fuzzies, Marine. Last word from Archer was that an HK was dropped behind the tanks. When they’re out of the picture, we’ll coordinate a counterattack with the mech pilot and reclaim Jericho. LR-24, out.”

			With a clearer view of the situation on the ground, I assessed what was going on around me. The rebels were attacking from the roofs of the buildings around us. Our only surviving mortar team was making that approach costly. They had been firing almost nonstop through multiple engagements with the enemy. Thankfully we found Jericho well stocked with mortars. If only the same had been true of A-P missiles.

			Still, we could hold for a while longer if those mortars kept the enemy at bay. 

			“Shift your fire to the dining facility—priority mission. They’re attacking the med station!”

			“Aye, sir,” replied the marine mortarmen. 

			Krump.

			The brassy boom reverberated off the stone buildings.

			“Good hit—fire for effect!”

			After giving the order, I left the mortar team to man their guns. I had a more pressing concern. My biggest fear was the unknown. We were cut off from the marines of Red Company and all my men seemed to be fighting in isolated groups, making last stands as best we could. I could see them on my HUD and speak to their leaders, but we couldn’t physically link up. The area between us might as well have been a million miles apart. And every second, more KIA icons appeared where leejes once stood. Our company would be lucky to man a section if this continued.

			“Dwyer, report.”

			“I’m alive, LT. Pinned down by the support buildings. How ’bout you? HUD says your arm is broken.”

			I grimaced from the reminder. “I’ll be fine. Who’s with you? There’re so many fuzzies, my HUD can’t find you in any of the groupings.”

			“I’m by myself. I’ll link back up with the main element with all possible speed.”

			I continued firing while I analyzed the situation. My training hadn’t prepared me for this. If I didn’t adapt and overcome, we’d all die. I fired again, my bolt slicing through the thin uniform of a nearby rebel grabbing for one of the flamers from his fallen comrade. The bolt punctured the fuel tank of the flamer. Soon the Arthavan was fully engulfed in flames and running among the other rebel troops, a yelping brushfire on two legs. 

			“Great shot, LT!”

			“Look at him run,” Stern cheered.

			The chaos created by the flaming fuzzy allowed the leejes to score a few more kills. Howling their dismay, the rebels pulled back behind cover. 

			“They’re retreating,” Faulkner warned. 

			“Shoot them as they run for cover,” I ordered.

			The fuzzies were smart to duck and run. If they were smarter, they would’ve let their tanks soften us up some more before regrouping for another attack. It’s what I’d have done.

			The lull in the battle gave me time to reach out to higher headquarters, but we couldn’t get through. I called to the mech pilots, but again got static. I wasn’t sure who or what was jamming us, but we would be in trouble if we didn’t figure it out. 
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			“LR-136, you’ve got the lead,” I said over the L-comm. “Hold what you’ve got, I’m going up to the walls for a peek at what those tanks are doing on the other side. If I don’t come back in ten, assume I’m dead. Coordinate with Sergeant Dwyer and Gunny Bonner. He’s the senior marine non-com.” 

			“I’ll go, sir. We need you alive.”

			“I need better visuals than what you can provide me. I’m doing this.”

			“Roger, sir.”

			“Faulkner, the men are counting on you. No heroics, just hold what you’ve got. I’ll be back with news before you know it.”

			The decision to brave the enemy guns was easy; executing it proved to be as nerve-racking as it was dangerous. I knew I couldn’t ask one of my leejes to do it. I had to do it myself… once I got up my courage. 

			“You can do this, Fetch.”

			I could say it. Convincing myself was harder. 

			When I’d made it halfway up the steps, I better saw our positioning: scant few men hugging whatever cover they could find, trying to watch the backs of their brothers and knowing that there weren’t enough guns in the fight to do it well. 

			“There are so few of us…”

			Tears leaked out. I couldn’t stop them. We’d started the day with ninety-eight legionnaires, and now there are barely fifty of us at best. So many of my neighbors would never leave Rhyssis Wan alive. 

			Thank Oba for the marines.

			They hadn’t been hit as hard; most of their losses had been to their overzealous officers and NCOs. If we could minimize the losses while regrouping, we might hold out through another assault. We were close to the precipice of disaster, but perhaps we could turn the tide. 

			“Dwyer, they’re massing near you. Watch the mess hall.”

			“I see it.”

			“Mortar team, adjust fire,” Bonner interrupted. “Target the troops around the dining facility. We’ll break that cluster of fuzzies, LT.”

			“Understood,” I said.

			Taking one last calming breath, I stood up and raced up the stairs to the walls. Some rebels noticed my movement, and blaster bolts tracked my progress. None of them hit me, but boy, can fear make a man’s feet fly.

			When I got to the top of the walls, I ducked down behind the battlements and caught my breath. The bodies of my brothers littered the passageway, all leejes from Rage Company. HUD icons told me that some of them clung to life, but without medical attention, they’d be dead soon. 

			“Doc, I got wounded on the walls.”

			“We’ve got wounded everywhere, sir! Until you can bring them to me, they’re on their own.”

			Win first, help later, I told myself.

			It felt cruel, but it was the truth. I crawled down the line scrounging battery packs for my blaster, and anything else I could use. The pain in my bad arm was incredible, but it needed to be done. Besides, if a wounded leej looked like he could still defend himself, I wanted to have something for them. Each time I found a man alive, I put a blaster in his hand, patted his shoulder, and moved on. There were precious few still living. I only managed to get enough charge packs to outfit four leejes with basic combat loads. It would have to do.

			Oba must’ve been watching out for me, because when I popped over the parapets I didn’t get shot. In fact, I saw something so good that I would have been half-okay with getting shot, just for having the privilege of seeing a large HK-PP mech as it clanked around the battlefield. 

			“HK on site!” I called into the comms.

			I don’t know whether the men cheered or not, but I was elated. The HK pilot skillfully ran circles around the tanks, overpowering them with superior firepower. 

			Staring, I took it all in. I’d never seen one of these before. Cally had some, but they were boxed up somewhere collecting dust until now. Several missile pods were mounted on the mech’s shoulders, and it carried chain guns in its hands. It was a machine built for one thing—destruction—and piloted inside by a single highly trained individual. 

			The MCR tank crews had been too slow to recognize the threat. The HK’s pilot didn’t hesitate, firing several missiles at the crawling devils. Two of the beasts erupted, flames bursting from their hatches. The missile penetrated the tank before exploding in a concussive blast. Checking my threat icons, there were only five of the enemy vehicles left. 

			“How d’you like it now!” I shouted.

			The crawling devils’ treads churned up the ground as they moved frantically through their turns. One tank shuddered as it took a blast and then went up from the inside out as two consecutive detonations sounded… 

			Boom.

			BOOM.

			The crawling devil exploded from the HK-PP’s missile. Millions of shrapnel shards burst across the field and clattered into the damaged walls of Camp Jericho. The surviving tanks managed to turn to face the HK while it catapulted missiles at its next target. Though tall, the HK was narrow and nimble, and danced past most of the blasts in jerky movements. 

			“Aw, yeah! You mess with the bullitar, you get the horns!”

			I was yelling nonsense, cheering the mech on like this was some sporting event. I tensed in anticipation when the enemy tanks fired again.

			Ba-boom.

			One missile slammed into its side, sending the HK-PP careening backward into a stand of trees. Snow cascaded and missiles launched, but with a leap, the giant mech burst into the air, mechanical arms firing and destroying two tanks in an instant. 

			“Get some!” I screamed, slamming my fist onto the parapet walls. My battle cry was followed closely by a scream of pain. I’d forgotten about my injured arm, but the pain brought it all back into focus. 

			Outside Camp Jericho, the crawling devils churned after the mech pilot, giving our compound a break.

			“Faulkner, Bonner, rebel tanks are distracted with the HK-PP,” I called in. “Use the time to push back against the fuzzies inside the wire. Get that mortar team cracking.”

			Meanwhile, the tanks worked to eliminate the newfound threat. The mech pilot was good, certainly better than the fuzzies. Whoever the pilot was had anticipated the enemy’s attempts to bracket the HK-PP into a corner. It was bizarre, a choreographed ballet… except it was deadly serious, and the dancers were heavily armed. 

			The tanks moved in sync, all trying to corral the massive HK against the walls of Jericho where movement would be constrained. The mech pilot replied by thrusting into the air, constantly on the move. The pilot kept his movement parallel to the walls, never letting the tankers trap the mech. Another quick-powered jump brought the HK-PP behind one of the tanks.

			“Get him!” I shrieked.

			The pilot beat the tank with its large metal fist. The sound was deafening, even behind my bucket. The clanging rang across the mountains, and I was sure even the ghosts of Kusiba could hear the sound. The other tank crews tried to get rounds off, firing despite one of their own being between them. The decision proved to be a fatal one—for the fuzzy tank crew. 

			With a graceful bounce, the mech launched away, and missiles streaked toward its last location, and found the enemy’s tank instead. It exploded in flames so hot, they burned blue, and smoke billowed out from its skeletal insides. 

			“Sucks to be a tanker!”

			I was having too much fun.

			The mech pilot jumped his HK-PP again, landing on another of the tanks that had formed into a semicircle around where he’d just been. Overeager tankers tried firing again, missing the pilot, but blowing the treads off the tank he’d been near. Seizing the opportunity to put the vehicle out of commission, the HK-PP used a short jump and landed on top of the tank. 

			Reaching down with its free hand, the mech grabbed the tank’s cannon barrel. Placing his boot on the turret, the mech pilot pulled up. 

			Kreech.

			“How’s it looking, sir?”

			“The HK-PP pilot is ripping them apart, Virgil! He just ripped the barrel off one—it’s so mangled that it’ll never fire again!”

			“How many are left?”

			“Just two now. Looks like Oba is tilting the scales in our favor!”

			Having neutered one tank, the HK-PP pilot jet-jumped away, taunting the rebel tank crews into shooting. 

			“He’s making them waste their missiles, Virgil!”

			“Tanks still have their main cannons, LT.”

			“It’ll make it harder for the tanks to attack the HK-PP,” Bonner cut in. “Still a win—he can pick those devils off one by one.”

			The tankers weren’t giving up. They backed up as a unit, clearly leery of another offensive. 

			“They’re running!” I laughed with surprise. “The tanks are retreating!”

			“Watch it, sir—could be a trap,” Bonner cautioned. 

			“How many are running, LT?”

			“Just the two, Virgil, but cowardice is contagious! The mech is turning the tide!”

			While the dance resumed, both sides wary of the other, I reached out to Wendell over the L-comm.

			“LR-86, connect me to…”

			“Wendell died, sir. His position was overrun… I couldn’t get to him in time.”

			“Roger. Thanks, Virgil.”

			Taking a deep breath, I connected to Padagas.

			“LR-133, I need you to patch me over to the HK pilot. What’s the frequency or comms channel? I can’t reach it and that needs to be fixed. Can you make it happen?”

			“Yes, sir. I can make it happen. Give me a few minutes and I’ll get you in, LT.”

			“The sooner the better.” 

			Meanwhile, one of the marines managed to get onto their portion of the walls. He’d picked up one of the MCR’s rocket launchers… 

			Whoosh.

			The marine fired off a missile toward one of the undamaged enemy tankers. He was a great shot and scored a range-perfect hit. He didn’t destroy it; the tank crews were too skilled for that. The fuzzy tankers moved just in time, avoiding a fiery demise. Instead, the missile struck one of its treads and limited its mobility. I reached out to Red Company, trying to reach the SOAR marine.

			“Gunny, can you patch us into the marine on the walls?” I asked. “Does he have more of those rockets? Can he start targeting the other tanks? If we limit their mobility, the mech pilot can finish ripping them to shreds.”

			“We only salvaged the one, sir,” replied Gunny Bonner. “We’re pinned in, taking heavy casualties right now. I can’t spare anyone to look for more.”

			Not bothering with the niceties of radio protocol, I cut the comms and went back to observing the battle. Nothing really happened. The tankers seemed more intent on protecting their own and avoiding the HK-PP. The mech pilot seemed to be a patient man, not wanting to get himself dusted with the battle of behemoths so close to being a victory. During the ballet of death that followed, Padagas somehow managed to patched me into the mech pilot.

			“HK-PP pilot, this is LR-24. I’m the ground forces commander, do you copy?”

			“Little busy here—you know, trying not to die. Whaddya want?”

			Even with the distorted signals, I could tell he was blunt. Manners didn’t seem to be his strong suit. I liked his moxie, but I hadn’t expected anything different from a hot-shot mech jockey.

			“If the tanks run, let them,” I said. “We need you to enter the camp and relieve the defenders. We’re being overrun and will fall without relief.”

			“I’ll help when I can,” the pilot replied through gritted teeth. 

			The voice was high-pitched, boyish almost. Was the pilot a woman? 

			The mech leaped up in an aerial twist that landed her daintily behind the newly damaged tank. She planted her feet and kicked it. She kicked it! Bashing giant dents in the black metal side.

			Clang. CLANG!

			The crash rang out, overshadowing the sounds of the firefight happening inside the walls of Camp Jericho. I’d have hated to be the crew of that crawling devil; the ringing probably gave them a concussion. They didn’t suffer long—she ended their migraine in a spectacular fashion. Unleashing her chain gun, she rent into the tank’s armor and eviscerated the crew. She didn’t stop there, but ripped the missile pods off the tank and tossed them aside. 

			The process wasn’t without risk, and a plasma round connected with her shoulder. She’d taken other hits, shrugging them off like they were nothing. But this hit was different. This hit did visual damage. She continued fighting, despite the sparks and smoke flying from her shoulder joint. 

			“Behind you!”

			My warning came in the nick of time. Another short burst of her jump jets put her beside the offending tank. This one had been disabled earlier in the fighting, but was still in well-enough shape to aim its main gun. This time she merely lifted it by its right treads and flipped the beast over. The tank appeared to be weaker there, and the pilot used her two massive robotic hands to rip open the tank like a can of sardines. With a quick burst from her chain guns into the exposed guts, she finished the tank. But the fight wasn’t over.

			“Only one left, Virgil! If she eliminates the crawling devils, we might get her to clear the fuzzies out of Jericho.”

			“It ain’t over until they’re dead, LT. Don’t count them out yet.”

			The functioning enemy tank closest to the tree line seemed to give up. 

			“It’s running, Virgil!”

			It was using a zig-zag evasion pattern as it ran from the battle. She sent several long bursts into the fleeing tank. I don’t know where she hit it, but the crawling devil started trailing smoke as it disappeared into the snowy forests. With the tank threat eliminated, the HK pilot strode through the damaged gate. I hoped that those leejes we’d left at the fallen gates were already dead, because I couldn’t stand the thought of my men getting crushed under the boots of several tons of HK mech. 

			“Make ready!” I told my leejes. “Take advantage of the mech support.”

			When the mech entered the camp, it jumped on top of a support building and landed with a crunch. Rage Company desperately tried to maintain its defensive perimeter nearby. From the building’s roof, the mech could no doubt see most of the camp. 

			Unslinging her chain guns, the HK fired at the massed rebels, knocking them down like lines of dominoes. 

			“Haha!” I screamed in jubilation at the fuzzies.

			Legion forces had been stuck against the walls, unable to find a way to break out from the stalemate. We couldn’t fight back, and the enemy used our inaction to slowly pick us off. The furry Arthava snipers whittled us down, killing leej after leej from their vantage point on the roofs of Camp Jericho’s buildings. 

			Now the tides had turned. Rebel leaders seemed to realize the danger they’d created when they’d boxed themselves in. Rather than risk having their tactics turned against them, the screaming hyenas charged the HK with bolts blazing. 

			I couldn’t help it, I laughed at the stupidity.

			Then I realized my joy was premature.

			The fuzzies were charging right at us, at my line of leejes. I watched in horror as my boys had to duck down again, trying to create the tiniest sliver of a profile they could. The rebels were trying to make a run for it. But the Arthava would have to run by us to escape… 

			“Watch out!” I yelled to my leejes.

			The fuzzies kept coming, but they couldn’t outrun the plasma bolts the mech pilot threw their way. Furry bodies piled up feet from where Rage Company was hunkered down. I yelled like a loon with the rest of my men.

			The HK paused while it cycled a new drum into its plasma chain gun. The silence was unnerving. The clash of battle, the screams of dying men, and the explosive discharge of shot and shell had become my new normal. The absence of that sound scared me more than any of the previous explosions. 

			In the silence we heard that ominous grinding. Another tank? One that hadn’t been as damaged as I thought? Turning to look across the other parapet toward the open field, I saw the smoking tank heading straight toward the damaged gate. With her back turned, the pilot was a sitting duck. 

			“Behind you!” I yelled into the mech’s comms.

			The HK turned, but it was too late to prevent the massive missile volley. The enemy tank had fired everything it had left, a last gasp. Sensing the threat, the mech pilot fired as she turned, guns blazing. I watched it like a slow-motion car crash, two mechanized fighters destroying each other in a climax of explosive energy. The pilot gave us one last victory, crushing many of the fuzzies as she tumbled to the ground. 

			“Noooo!” 

			The smoking mech lay unmoving.

			I didn’t even know her name, but I cried for her. She’d paid the ultimate price to save my leejes. But there wasn’t time to stand around bawling. There were rebels to kill. Thanks to her, there were a lot fewer of them. The Arthava that weren’t crushed to death were showered in flaming wreckage, and they weren’t wearing armor. Threat icons on my HUD began blinking out. The readings on enemy activity started dropping so rapidly that the integrated targeting system in my bucket momentarily glitched.

			Burning Arthava smell remarkably like burning rubber. I hadn’t smelled something that disgusting since I’d been sprayed by a palm skunk during field training. I watched the carnage, entranced by the macabre death throes of the rebels. We all might’ve kept watching, but Gunny Bonner jumped onto the L-comm.

			“You leej bubbas expecting my marines to do all the heavy lifting?”

			This small battle might have been won, but the war raged on. We still had the hard task of rooting out the rebels inside Camp Jericho, and they would not surrender without a fight. 

			You corner an animal, and it gets vicious. 

			Corner an Arthava—it gets smart.
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			“Sergeant Dwyer, get this battlefield policed.” 

			“Already on it, LT.”

			“Thanks. Corporal Faulkner, , move our wounded leejes to Doc and then I want every fuzzy’s blaster staged by the walls.”

			“Might I make an alternative suggestion, sir?” asked Gunny Bonner.

			“Send it.”

			“Sir… they’ve got troops to bleed. MCR is going to hit us again. It’s inevitable. We need to start preparing for a last stand now, with fallback positions.”

			“He’s right, sir,” Dwyer cut in. 

			“Send your plans to my HUD,” I replied, unsure how to proceed.

			“Let’s secure Jericho first, LT.” Dwyer advised. “We need to be sure there are no MCR left inside the wire to shoot us in the back when the next attack comes.”

			“Obviously,” I replied.

			I had two of the most lethal KTF machines in the camp giving me ideas, I wasn’t dumb enough to tell them no without a damn good reason. Even with their help, it took us longer to regroup than it should have, and we had no idea where the enemy was or where they’d strike from next time. After the HK had broken the siege on Camp Jericho, we’d been in shock. Those HKs were supposed to be the fist of Oba, unbeatable… that’s how we always heard about them in the reserves. And this one had gone down to some kranker high on religion. How was that even possible?

			“Padagas, divvy up the remaining charge packs.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I set a timer on my HUD counting off the time we had for preparation. I knew I couldn’t let perfection be the enemy of good enough, so I committed to launching the clearing mission when the clock struck zero, regardless of how ready we were. Every unit was preparing to kick the bloody rebels out of Jericho.

			Despite our losses, Rage Company automatically reestablished a chain of command so we could continue functioning as a unit. First Sergeant Bonner did the same with Red Company. 

			Then the final numbers of troops now under my command showed up on my screen. It was so low, I had to double-check. 

			“Virgil, this doesn’t need to go out over the open comms. Verify count because I’m questioning the number my HUD is showing me are left.”

			“It’s bad… Twenty-five leejes and a hundred and twelve marines.”

			“Oba! We landed with two companies! We’re down to two and a half squads!”

			“Thank Oba for the marines, sir.”

			“Two hundred and six of them landed—we lost more than half of our marines!”

			“Roger, of the three companies that make up our ragtag group, we’re down to twenty-six percent. You’ll have a lot of letters to write, sir.”

			“Letters?”

			“You’re the commanding officer, it’s your sacred duty to write their families, sir. A tradition that predates the Legion itself.”

			“Is it worse than Zastos yet, Virgil?”

			“Not yet, sir, not yet.”

			The raw numbers were shocking. We were bleeding warriors at an alarming rate. The last attack had been brutal; we all would’ve died without the appearance of the HK. She saved the day. Did she get a medal? Nope. She must’ve been from a poor fringe world.

			“Everyone ready to roll?” I asked Dwyer.

			“No time like the present, sir!” answered Padagas.

			“Charge!”

			We began probing for surviving pockets of the enemy. Things were too chaotic, our forces too dispersed for anything more sophisticated than a general charge in the right direction. 

			We would move down the camp’s main thoroughfares and find small groupings of fuzzies hiding against buildings or crouched beneath windows, trying to stay hidden now that they were outnumbered.

			“Contact left!” someone would call, and then we’d light up the MCR and move on, clearing buildings as we went.

			The fuzzies kept pulling back, getting closer and closer to the armory, which would have to be the survivor’s last stand. The building butted up against the wall over the cliff, on the opposite end of Jericho’s gates. 

			“We got ’em cornered!” I yelled, waving the hunter-killer force of marines and legionnaires on. “No quarter!”

			It wasn’t the smartest plan. We were cornering them like wild animals. When they couldn’t run, they’d bite back. But we wanted them to stand and fight… so we could kill them and be done with it. We were exhausted, too angry to care about the rules of engagement insisted upon by the House of Reason. We wanted blood, and ran pell-mell at them until they boxed themselves in near the barracks. 

			“For Stanton!” the marines yelled.

			We fought the final skirmish with the rebels over the ground where Captain Stanton died. The battle cry from the marines was quickly picked up by my leejes as we pushed the fuzzies back.

			“Keep up the pressure!”

			Oba must’ve been on our side, since the Arthava ran away from the armory and over to the corner where both walls sat above the cliff heights. The rebels had clearly failed to form any contingency plans, or they wouldn’t be trapped like this. Failure of leadership, if you ask me. Maybe a command structure that didn’t value their fuzzy little lives. 

			That didn’t mean they weren’t going down without a fight. Those MCR didn’t want to die any more than we did. Once cut off from any further retreat, they dropped into shooting stances and tried to stand ground. They began to growl and gnash their teeth, throwing their heads back again in that same way I’d seen before they prepared to charge earlier in the day. These needed putting down.

			“No quarter!” I shouted again.

			And we killed them, by the dozens. I wasn’t counting. It felt like Oba had dumped every fuzzy on Rhyssis Wan on our laps. I felt in an obliging mood, so I spanked ’em. One blaster bolt at a time. I’m just a generous officer.

			A bolt whizzed by my bucket, and Faulkner tackled me to the ground. He saw the fuzzy who had a bead on me before I did. Rookie mistake. 

			A nearby leej coolly sniped the shooter, then picked off another two rebels. 

			“Pay attention, sir,” the sniper chided. “Next time Faulkner might not be around to save you. And I might miss.”

			With the shooting winding down and the MCR in the camp well enough accounted for that I could take my blaster out of the fight, I attempted to reach the Brass.

			“Any 9th Legion Headquarters Element, this is LR-24 of Rage Company,” I said over the main L-comm channel. “In the absence of other senior officers, I’ve assumed control of the remnants of Rage Company, Dragon Company, and the marines of Red Company, 3/4th SOAR. How copy, over?”

			“9th Actual, what do you need? We’re a little busy here. Got the enemy on the run. We need to keep pursuing them until we get a decisive victory.”

			General Ponce, 9th Actual, was talking to me.

			“Sir,” I continued, “we’ve managed to repel the second assault on our position. We’re down to a hundred thirty-seven troops, and that includes forty-three walking wounded. Sir, we need reinforcements or extraction. Jericho’s defenses were compromised by enemy tanks, the HK Fleet sent was destroyed, and our charge pack supply is critical. What do you advise?”

			“Advise? Hold what you’ve got, by any means necessary. We’re pushing the enemy toward you and will link up at our earliest possible convenience. Fleet is tasked with rounding up stray elements in just as bad shape as you elsewhere on the planet, so they won’t be of any more assistance. Make it happen, Lieutenant.” 

			“By any means necessary. Roger. LR-24, out.” 

			I kept my scream of primal rage at bay, at least until I ended the comms link. I was about to reach out to my senior non-com, Sergeant Dwyer, when he called me on the L-comm.

			“By any means necessary—it’s a good order,” he said. “It means we can do whatever we want, as long as we win.”

			“You were listening, Virgil?” I couldn’t believe it.

			“Always,” he smugly replied. “It’s how I anticipate the commander’s intent before he knows it himself.”

			Before I could answer back, Gunny Bonner called me over the general comm. “We’ve got some last few MCR cornered. What are your orders with the rebels?”

			“Offer them an unconditional surrender. If they’ll retreat without their arms, we watch them go. At a minimum, it’ll cost the rebels the credits to rearm them. We can’t slaughter them, we’re not murderers.” I said it with more authority than I felt.

			“You can’t murder a traitor, sir. It’s an execution. And you’ve promised my marines a ‘No Quarters’ fight. Wouldn’t want to disappoint on our first date, sir.”

			 “I’m not going to preside over a war crime, Gunny.”

			 “Looks like there are only thirty rebels left. Could be more, I’m only accounting for those not hiding in buildings. That’s nothing we can’t handle. Should be able to kill them in a matter of minutes. Quicker, if we let our mortar team play.”

			“Sergeant, I said no. We give them the chance to surrender.” 

			I couldn’t ask my men to take the risk, so I slung my blaster, and walked toward the group of clustered rebels with as much dignity as I could muster. Well, an ungainly limp, anyway… but let’s not get picky. Rebel Arthava in their white and gray camouflage uniforms waited, blasters gripped tightly in their four furry fingers. That they didn’t start shooting told me that they were well aware of how lost their cause was.

			These MCR were using one of the nearby barracks for cover, but if we started shooting, they’d all die. I knew that. And they did, too. Turning on my external speaker, speaking in standard, I tried diplomacy.

			“I come to offer you the gift of your lives. Lay down your weapons in total surrender, and you will live. I’ll let you march out of here, but if we must finish this battle, you will all die. Who can speak for you?” 

			I never got a formal answer from the rebels. I imagine their surviving chain of command was huddled in the rear arguing over seniority, but the rank and file knew the game was up. They dropped their blasters and walked toward the destroyed gate. The rebels had their hands in the air in the universal sign of surrender, some of them sporting pretty nasty looking injuries.

			Yes! It’s working, they’re surrendering! I thought as the trickle of deserters became a flowing mass as the Arthava headed for freedom.

			And then I heard the charged whine of a single blaster bolt being fired.

			An Arthava with a shiny insignia on the breast of his uniform opened fire on his own men. One minute there was silence, and then the shrieks of a renewed firefight. Men screaming, sending down a storm of bolts. Arthava screaming, as Padagas turned one of their own flamers on them. The smell of burning rubber spread, and the dizzying flow of bolts created a river of lava in the air they super-heated. 

			“Make ’em pay!” Dwyer hollered into the L-comm.

			In hindsight, it was clear that the rebel officers were shooting their men to prevent a surrender. But the legionnaires and marines under my command had been looking for a reason to fire. And that they did to great effect.

			“Cease fire,” I futilely screamed into the L-comm. I slammed my injured arm down onto blasters, trying to make the bolts miss. The pain almost made me double over. I struggled to get through to them and screamed into the comms channel, “They were surrendering! Cease fire!”

			The battered men continued firing, ignoring my pleas for mercy. It was a slaughter. I rushed back to where Corporal Faulkner had been when the fighting began. He fired as wildly as the rest of them once the shooting started. 

			“Cease fire, Faulkner!”

			Yanking on his arm, I tried to get his attention. It took a few moments, but when I snapped him out of it, the firefight was already over. There wasn’t a rebel left untouched from the brutal melee. None of them got out of it alive. 

			“We made ’em pay, sir,” Faulkner said, panting.

			“Damn right,”’ Padagas added. The grim resolve in his voice was heart wrenching. The boy inside was dead. All that was left was a stone-cold killer. At least he was on my side. “KTF all kelhorned night!”

			“We sure did, Remo, we sure did.”

			When the firing stopped, fifty-nine rebels were dead, strewn across the field. Some were still smoldering from Padagas’s flamer. Gunny Bonner had been a little off in his prediction of the final numbers—but he’d made what he desired a reality. 

			So much blood, brilliant in the afternoon sun.

			I stood in shock, horrified at the events as they unfolded. 

			“That’s how you do it, sir!” Bonner whooped.

			“They were surrendering…” I started.

			“Their officer thought otherwise, and we obliged. No time for niceties in war. Ooah!” 

			It took me a while to recover from the event, mentally anyway. The pain from my arm had me seeing stars. Pinpricks of light danced before my eyes, and the pain rolled over me in waves. I screamed in my bucket, alone. I wanted the rebels dead also, but we couldn’t become them to beat them. 

			When I could calm down, I ordered the men to tend to the wounded. 

			“Was it as bad as Zastos yet, Virgil?” I asked him while we picked up a wounded leej and carried him to the med station.

			“Ask me that after the final push, sir. The end of it all remains to be seen.”

			I didn’t see how anything could have been worse than all of this. We set the wounded marine down on a table beside another man who looked too still to be alive. Doc Tran bustled about between tables, looking haggard. 

			I opened up comms. “All right, Gunny, I want men back on those walls. While you marines earn your rides home, Sergeant Dwyer will police up the bodies.”

			It was a gruesome job, but there was nobody alive I’d trust more to honor the fallen.

			“Freezer filled up a long time ago, sir.”

			“Stack them outside, then,” I said, knowing the cold would do the same. “With as much dignity as possible.”

			Dwyer was a veteran of many combat assaults, and he efficiently put the boys to work searching the enemy dead, looking for anything useful. Those slates and data packets were left piled near where their former owners had recently been slaughtered. Once we’d policed the gear from the rebel dead, we went through it and kept anything we could repurpose for ourselves. 

			“Padagas, go through their electronics. See if we can find anything useful in it.”

			I knew he could handle it, and he needed something to do. We were all that was left of our squad, and he was starting to show the strain of that loss. Giving him busy work, tasks that were critical to our survival, kept him out of his own head. There’d be time to cry later, if we lived that long. 

			After we’d dealt with the bodies that littered the camp, we set about preparing to make our last stand. “Faulkner, I need you to construct a defensive barrier near those destroyed gates. We need to defend that entry point.”

			“Too easy, sir, too easy!”

			“Then build us a bug out shelter when you’re done. Against the cliffs.”

			His experience in construction back home made him the best man for the job. It was a desperate hedge against our ultimate destruction. Should we be overrun, there’d be a long wait for help. 

			“And get me an update on the CO,” I said as an afterthought. 

			I figured Captain Archer was still out of it, but asking made me feel better. I had been so occupied with the moment to moment fight, I’d mentally pushed our wounded troops out of head. I still feel bad about that, being such an uncaring kranker. 

			Guess it didn’t matter because the fuzzies weren’t about to give us time to process our feelings and we knew it. So we set to work reinforcing our perimeter. The work was hard and progress was slowed by our need to maintain a constant guard. I put the wounded on those watches since they didn’t need to move around much for that task. It was a small concession to their pride, but I knew that eyes searching for threats was the best we could hope for from them.

			In the end my prayers were answered. The enemy left us alone for the next twenty-four hours. We had time to get as ready as we could hope for, given the circumstances. Even better—our men were able to rest. I kept the light guard schedule, counting on the rest of the men to wake up quickly should we need them.

			“Full kit when you rack out, Leejes.”

			It made for sore muscles, but it gave us a unit-wide quick reaction force. We could all be prepared and in the fight in under a minute. I was able to keep the mess tent working around the clock, though we switched to the robotic field cook. We were eating glorified fecal paste that was dressed up to look like real food. But the grub was filling, the kaff was hot, and our bellies were full.

			During the lull in the action, Faulkner and I created a contingency strategy. A last-ditch effort at making the Arthava bleed for every square inch of ground they took from us. 

			“Faulkner, I know your construction boys are tired. But we need to make this place as defensible as possible.”

			“Roger, sir. We’re highly motivated to kill and not die. We understand, sir.”

			“Good. I want sniping platforms on roofs and hasty barricades we can fall back to. Where are we with the final bunker?”

			“They’re as good as we can make them without real construction gear.”

			It was good news. If we managed to fall back together, the rebels would have to fight for every inch. If we had to retreat, it would be to another defensive position. The traitorous scum would have to continually assault new objectives. My only regret was that we hadn’t thought of it sooner, so we could’ve done a better job. 

			Faulkner looked up at the stars twinkling above us. “I hope that the 9th comes riding in to the rescue soon.”

			“The 9th will arrive,” I said. “Only trouble is they’ll be pushing the rest of that MCR element ahead of them.”
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			“Have they forgotten about us, LT?” one of my wounded legionnaires asked me.

			We’d just finished moving the last of our dead to the makeshift morgue and were stacking the last of the dead rebels when the white powder began coating the field in front of our position. It obscured the dead outside the walls, adding to the sense of calm we all felt. 

			“Not a chance,” Gunny answered for me.

			“Listen to the hullbuster,” Dwyer drolly replied. “They’re occasionally right.”

			I answered the legionnaire quietly, “The 9th is pushing the whole horde of them in our direction. They’ll come.”

			After a day of inaction, I hoped that the enemy would just give up on us. That maybe, just maybe, they’d moved on to an easier target. General Ponce had said the Fleet was busy picking up other elements stranded across the planet. Maybe those had become the bigger sand-fish. And the Bar Kokhba cultists were fanatical in their hatred of the Republic, but they’d lost significantly more troops than we had. Had we hit them hard enough to buy us the time we needed for the cavalry to arrive?

			Please let that be true.

			The wait for something—anything—to happen began to feel almost peaceful, like the camping trips I’d taken as a kid. If you ignored the staggering losses we’d suffered and focused only on what was in front of us. It worked.

			To a point. 

			“How do you do it, Virgil?” I asked, the fact that I’d asked variations of this question many times before not at all lost on me. “How do you stop from going insane on missions like this?”

			“Accept your death. Knowing that I’m already dead brings me peace. Frees me from the survivor’s guilt.”

			“Easier said than done, Virgil. It wasn’t you in charge. It wasn’t you who was responsible for so many dead leejes.”

			“Stop that krank! You’re a Legion officer, not some kelhorned sailor. Now, man up, or we’re all dead.”

			He was right. Hearing it hurt, but he was right. 

			“Guess we only have one job left,” I said grimly. “When this is over, they’ll bury Rage Company under the corpses of the traitors we’ve slain.”

			That sense of peace allowed me to appreciate the natural beauty of the wintery mountains. I could ignore the bloody orange tinge to the snow. I could appreciate the trees, the crisp mountain air. Even under my bucket, I could smell it. When it started snowing, it added to the tranquil ambiance. 

			Conversation broke out. The kind I used to relish while we were on training exercises on New Caledonia. Just the guys… talking about nothing while we worked.

			“We should build a ski lodge here after we kick the fuzzies from Rhyssis Wan, LT.”

			“Let’s just kill the traitors, there were loyal fuzzies here too.” 

			“But the skiing would be fun!”

			“We have mountains in Cally, ya know. Hell, there isn’t a planet in the New Caledonia system where you couldn’t ski—Pictavia, Ogham, Govan, and Talorc. Plus, all those snow bunnies. Real, human girls… why come here?”

			“You ruin all the fun, man.”

			“It comes with deployment.”

			It went on like that for a while, and then the talk drifted off and someone—Faulkner—got back to business.

			“Are we going to get the bodies outside the gates, sir?”

			“No, Faulkner. Let the fuzzies rot where they lie. They’ll serve as a natural barrier.”

			“It’d be funny to watch them trip over their own dead,” Faulkner agreed.

			“And we don’t have the manpower to deal with them, anyway. Let’s make this time count.” I stepped over a particularly large Arthava that seemed like it would make a good base on which to stack more bodies. 

			As we worked, the snow hardened on the ground, turning the top layer into a thin sheet of ice that brilliantly reflected the sunlight. 

			Staring out at the snowy terrain, I prayed, “Please, Oba, protect my men. Keep the Arthava away, let our fight be over. Bring the reinforcements, so I can bring the rest of my men home to their families.”

			But all those prayers went unanswered. 

			Early in the morning of our third day in Jericho, we heard the thunder of boots thudding and crunching into the snow. A wind blew across the mountainous terrain, and while we couldn’t yet see the troops as they hid under the tree cover, we knew they were out there.

			“Do you hear that, Virgil?”

			“Yes, sir. I’ll start getting everyone on line. But our L-comms is a closed loop… no need to whisper, sir.”

			I don’t know why I still acted like our bucket-to-bucket conversations could be heard by outsiders. Maybe it was paranoia, I don’t know, but I couldn’t help myself.

			“I’ve got my marines coming on line, sir.”

			“Thank you, Gunny.”

			I wanted more information and the two NCOs had different tech than the LARKs I wore—Virgil with his Legion proper kit and the hullbusters with whatever sensors they had. 

			“Gunny, Dwyer, your armor’s different from mine. Are you getting anything on your HUD?”

			“My HUD overlay ain’t much, sir. Damn sure ain’t Legion tech. Just feeds me some quick intel and works as a target assist. But if you’re wondering if those are fuzzies out there, LT, I’d say hell yeah.”

			“Thanks, Gunny. What about you, Virgil?”

			“Negative, sir. I’ve got nothing you’re not seeing, just the intuition from years of field experience. If those were our forces, they’d tell us they were coming. No, it’s the Arthava.”

			There wasn’t a lot to go on with our perimeter sensors down, but I trusted the intuition of my NCOs. My bucket’s AI was next to useless. It couldn’t identify the icons as friendly forces, but until they attacked Jericho, the AI wouldn’t declare them hostile. 

			“Gunny, send a few marines to the rooftops. If they hit in force, we can’t hold the walls. Let’s prepare for the last hurrah.”

			Gunny Bonner never answered. The sergeant of the guard, a marine private, sent out the official alert. We rushed to our positions, making ready. 

			“Faulkner, it’s go time. Pull your construction teams back on line.”

			“Yes, sir. I sent a few of them to the sniper platforms. The rest of us are en route to your location.”

			We were expecting a fight at any moment, but nothing happened. I expected the troops massed outside the walls to attack, but there was nothing. The unknown force stood just out of sight, hidden by the infernal trees and burnt out ruins of the tanks. Only the crunching sound of movement on the icy ground assured us that the HUD alerts weren’t from some phantom army. 

			There was clearly a sizeable force, but they didn’t attack. It was unnerving. Normally the Legion would attempt to get recon drones or leejes out there, but we didn’t have that kind of manpower. We were out of options, so we waited. 

			And waited. 

			I started to think I was going mad. Was I imagining it all? If I was, so were my men. We were on alert, ready to pounce at any second. Or maybe they sensed a trap? Didn’t know how vulnerable we were inside. It looked like hell had come for their buddies outside the camp, that was for sure.

			“Why aren’t they attacking?” I asked on the command channel.

			“To mess with our heads? To hype themselves up? To pray? The fuzzies haven’t exactly behaved logically, sir,” Virgil reminded me.

			“Let them wait, sir,” Bonner added. “Only buys us time for the 9th to get reinforcements to us and—” 

			A whistling sound, so faint at first, stopped the Gunny’s mouth from moving. I could hear it too, and I almost didn’t recognize it for what it was. Then it shrieked.

			“Incoming!”

			Boom.

			When the attack finally started, it wasn’t another frontal assault. They seemed to have learned their lesson. Mortars, they were shelling us with mortars. 

			Boom.

			The rebel forces fired another mortar salvo, and this time the telltale whistling had our full attention. They were overshooting their marks, destroying the support facilities. They hadn’t even adjusted their fire from the first round. 

			Amateurs. 

			We began to return in kind, sending our own mortars into the tree line where we suspected them to be.

			The ground around us rumbled and shrapnel flew through the air, rocky bullets that killed a few of my leejes and injured a dozen marines. 

			“Doc, we need you to get the wounded fit to fight!” I called in, my mind scrambling for what to do next.

			“Doing the best I can, but I’m no miracle worker. Now leave me to my work, I’m a little busy here, Fetch.”

			Our boys injured by the shrapnel were tough, refusing medical aid and staying on the line. It was hard, being attacked by an enemy you couldn’t see. It was even harder watching our numbers continually dwindle. What made it worse was that we couldn’t do anything about it. 

			Boom.

			The shelling continued…

			Boom.

			Destroying more of the ancient buildings… 

			Boom.

			And showering us in shrapnel and debris. 

			Boom.

			I willed myself to keep my eyes on the hills. Hoping that what we were giving back was hurting them as much as we were being harmed by their own fire. The MCR could rush out of those woods at any moment, we had to be ready. I checked the sensors in my bucket and extrapolated from that data as I watched the field in front of me. 

			Sket.

			They were walking the shells closer and closer to our position on Jericho’s castle walls.

			“Be ready to abandon the walls,” I ordered. “We’ll take up the position just behind it. It’ll let us miss the worst of the attack so we can KTF these kranking hyenas.”

			The shelling continued, until their mortar crews found the mark. We lost twenty marines. Trigger pullers we couldn’t afford to lose. The Arthava found us, but they never fully bracketed our position on the walls. The Legion would never accept such imprecise fire, but even clumsy shots can kill. 

			“Be ready,” Dwyer called out.

			“How’re your marines, Gunny?”

			Huddled down behind the walls, I waited for an answer. None came.

			“Gunny, report.”

			A missile shrieked overhead.

			Boom.

			“Gunny, report!”

			He hadn’t survived the wait for the final assault. First Sergeant Rodney Bonner died during the shelling. I was pissed. Bonner had grown on me and his competence had helped us halt the last attack. With every man we lost, our collective viability became more and more unstable. 

			Spirits remained grim, but resolute. It was largely because Doc paced the lines rendering aid to those with minor wounds. He was our angel, seemingly oblivious to the war going on around him. After every circuit along our perimeter, he’d return to the medical tent and check on the more severely wounded. 

			“Be careful, Doc.”

			“We can’t have you getting hurt!”

			“Can’t kiss it and make it better if you’re dead, Doc Tran!”

			Leejes were taught to be protective of our docs. There wasn’t much else we could do while we waited for the shelling to end. Just try to keep the medic safe. An assault would follow the mortar rounds, and we’d need our medic available when that happened. 

			“Damn it, Doc! We’ll bring ’em to you,” Dwyer hollered after him. “Get your ass back!”

			I had to fight back the urge to go full Fleet on him, but Dwyer was right. “Doc, keep to the medical tent. They’ll hit us any moment now,” I ordered through the L-comm.

			“Yes, Mom,” Tran chuckled.

			His laugh was contagious. It helped the rest of my dwindling command relax, just for a moment. He’d just returned to his med-tent when the mortaring assault resumed. 

			Maybe they had to switch out their barrels? 

			Shrugging, I continued watching and waiting. The first three rounds landed among the rubble and nobody was hurt. The fourth arched overhead and landed near our medical tent. 

			Boom.

			“Doc?” I called into the comm. I had just seen his vitals wink out on my HUD. “Doc!”

			There wasn’t an answer. Just… silence. 

			Smoke and dust plumed from where the medical tent once stood. Doc had been there when the mortar landed. He was killed instantly. He died with the men he labored to save. I screamed again, fighting against the primal rage that threatened to boil up. It almost drowned me in the futility of our situation. 

			“Why the hell couldn’t you let the locals help us? Why, Archer, why?” I screamed into my bucket.

			For the thousandth time, I cursed that fatal decision. A larger force would’ve given us options right now, like counterassault.

			“Get it together, LT. KTF, that’s how we honor Doc now,” Dwyer said to me, via private link.

			He was right, but it galled me to sit there and take the shelling. 

			Something out of nowhere reminded me of my training instructor.

			“Son, if you get shot, Doc can patch you up. But if Doc bites it, everyone is screwed. They earn their title and place in the unit. Protect ’em with your last breath.”

			Faulkner’s came up next to me and his shoulders sank. “What’ll we do without Doc? Who’ll save the wounded?”

			“We’ve got Sergeant Dwyer… but first we gotta hold out for a few more hours. Calm down, Corporal Faulkner. Head in the game.”

			But Faulkner kept shaking his head. “This is it, LT. This is it.”

			Grabbing him by the shoulder, I shook the big man. “We’ll make ’em pay for this. KTF, with all we’ve got left.”

			“KTF, sir.”

			The grim resolve in his voice assured me that he’d be okay. A runner reached the tent and shot me back visual from his HUD. Doc Tran was draped over a patient, protecting whoever it was from the shelling. 

			“Check Doc’s vitals,” I ordered, hoping that somehow my HUD was wrong.

			The runner rolled Tran over and checked his pulse. “Nothing, sir.”

			I could see now who Doc had died protecting. It was Captain Archer—the shining armor gave it away. Tran’s final act had given the captain another day. 

			“How’s Archer doing?”

			Still in his armor, the captain lay still as the doctor.

			“He’s unconscious, sir. Probably won’t survive without a real hospital.”

			The readout on Archer’s HUD interface showed that Archer was suffering from several internal injuries. I worried about his risk for internal bleeding, but we couldn’t help him with those wounds. I wasn’t sure if Archer’s extra time would be worth much, given the dire straits we were in. 

			“Faulkner,” I said, “get to the tent and take the captain to the bug out shelter you made. Mark the unit HUD interface, just in case we need to retreat there. Take Padagas and move as many consumables you can. Be discreet about it, but make it happen. Take anyone else you need. We don’t have much time. I’ll check the rest of the bodies here, but the reports don’t look good.”

			“What are you gonna do, sir?”

			“Nothing else to do but KTF.”

			Faulkner stood, and sprinted to complete his task.

			 “LR-99, take three leejes and secure anything we can use from the med tent. And Paige, be quick about it. LR-24, out.”

			Boom.

			The shelling continued, but they shifted their fire to the unbroken gate near the Red Company sector of our lines. It didn’t last long, and soon a loud thud reverberated the camp as the large wooden door crashed to the ground. Nobody was under it when it fell—a fortuitous thing. The weight would’ve killed them. 

			“Barricade, we need a hasty barricade at that gate!” I called.

			“On it, sir!”

			The senior marine, a staff sergeant whose name I never had the chance to learn, led a group of men to build a hasty fortification. The rebels sniped at them as they worked, and the sergeant and seven more marines died erecting the position. And still the enemy didn’t show themselves, preferring to lurk in the trees like cowards. 

			“Come on already!” I screamed and shook my fist.

			I received a blaster bolt to my wounded shoulder for my trouble. Least I could still shoot with the other arm. Not that we had any targets to kill. Just empty trees and mortar salvos. I couldn’t see the action in the marine’s sector, but I monitored it over the HUD. It was disheartening. Those were men we couldn’t afford to lose. With each loss we had to stretch our lines. How much longer would we last?

			“9th Actual, come in, over.”

			Static was my only response.

			“Any Caledonian Fleet forces, come in, over.”

			I still didn’t receive a response.

			We were on our own. It had been a desperate gamble to call them, but I knew that we were doomed without immediate assistance. The shelling shifted again, causing me to regain my focus. They were walking the rounds inward, a maneuver we’d all practiced. They were trying to take down as much of the walls as they could to add more entry points into the camp. The final assault was coming.

			“Make ready! They’re coming for us. Monitor your HUDs. If the line breaks, regroup on our last defensible position. We can’t hold the intermediary lines, so don’t try. If this is it, our final moment, it’s been a pleasure. KTF! LR-24, out.”

			My voice quivered a bit, but I was too tired to care. We had all resigned ourselves to death… we were just hoping it’d be quick and painless. 

			“I’m sorry, Ashley,” I whispered. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

			I’d been right about the timing. Cold comfort that was. It wasn’t long after we’d manned the walls again that the shelling stopped. 

			“Is this a trap? Are they luring us to the walls, Virgil?” 

			We stood side by side on the wall, scanning the silent trees for movement.

			“This, LT, this is the final dance.”

			“Is this worse than Zastos yet?”

			“Ask me when it’s over.”

			I didn’t have to order our troops to start shooting. The moment they had a target, they let loose. After hours of shelling, they were hungry for blood. There wasn’t much of the battlements left, but enough remained to put a few troops up there with blasters. Height advantage and all—not that it mattered when they outnumbered you by numbers nobody would believe. I read the final reports and even I don’t believe it.

			“Should I move the crew-served weapons to the walls, sir?” Sergeant Navin asked me over the comms. “The heights would add to their lethality.”

			“No, leave them focused on the gates. That’s where they’re going to breach. When the fuzzies come, we make them pay.”

			“I don’t have any det cord to blow the guns when we fall back, sir.”

			“When we fall back, set the charge pack to over-cycle and abandon the guns.”

			“I can carry—”

			“No, Navin. It’ll slow you down. Make it back to the bunkers to ride it out.”

			With so little room on the damaged walls for men, I concentrated my boys in the positions that protected the breaches in the walls. 

			“Make every shot count,” I cautioned.

			The fields in front of us were still pristine, their snowy beauty giving us a last look at the promise of hope Oba provided. The beauty didn’t last. Nothing good seems to in this arm of the galaxy. 

			Howling their war cries, the enemy rushed our position with numbers I couldn’t even begin to count. There were so many of them, moving so fast, that they blurred into an amorphous blob of fur and claws, sending up vicious if poorly aimed blaster fire at the parapets. 

			“Wait for it!”

			The Arthavans were running and gunning, spraying blaster fire everywhere. Some of it at us on the walls, yes, but other times just scattered into the open spaces around the camp. Shooting the walls themselves. Shooting at shadows behind the tanks. Just always shooting. And maybe to an effect, because the din of fire and the brilliant flash of so many blaster bolts felt more than overwhelming. It felt like the end. 

			“Paige, execute contingency plan alpha. I’ll stay on the lines, hold them back for as long as possible. Go, now,” I ordered.

			Paige was a good legionnaire; he didn’t argue or make grand sentimental gestures. He pulled half the men back as I abandoned the parapets. Despite the pain in my arm, I manhandled some of the leejes off the wall. They’d lost themselves to the bloodlust, firing wildly at the wall of furry hyenas. 

			“Fall back—now, damn it!” I shoved one man over to the stairs.

			The rebels fired their weapons, but didn’t slow down. The traitors clearly wanted to get in close rather than fight it out at longer ranges. We slaughtered them, but I knew we’d be dead the moment they got within arm’s reach of us. 

			“Pull back, by the numbers!”

			I wanted to keep up the slaughter, but time was rapidly running out. Maybe it was already up. I fired anyway, sending as many bolts toward the enemy as my trigger finger could manage. 

			“For Santos!”

			I shot the enemy, standing shoulder to shoulder with my men. We killed rebel after rebel, but they kept charging. If this was where I died, it had to matter. Someone had to know we’d died doing our duty.

			“9th Legion Actual, this is LR-24. Our position is lost, but we’ll fight to the last. Camp Jericho has fallen. I’m sorry, sir. KTF.”

			With my final update sent, I narrowed my focus to the choke point where I fought. The enemy would have to funnel in through the gates, and we stood resolutely in their path. They were getting closer. When they were a few meters from us, they slowed their pace and began firing their blasters into our ranks, actually aiming now. It wasn’t quite volley fire, but the massed bolts were having a devastating effect.

			“Die!” I screamed as I held my trigger down and fired. 

			I ignored the warning that my blaster was in danger of overheating, of going critical. I wasn’t worried about that, not when the rebels were almost on me. I could hear their growls, guttural and primal. Legionnaires dropped beside me, and I silently prayed my death prayer.

			“Harken to me, my ancestors. Walk with me, until I stand at the foot of the one most high. Reunite me with my people, back to the beginning. Complete my circle. Call me to you, Oba. I am ready.”

			Released from my fear of death, I got angry. No longer was I willing to calmly accept my demise. The Bar Kokhba Rebellion had taken me from my family, stealing irreplaceable precious moments from me. I mourned the child I would never meet, and the dreams I’d never fulfill. I’d kept the anger at bay before, but now I had nothing to prevent me from fueling the flames of my fury. I wanted blood. Dying could wait a few moments more. 

			My blaster finally died. I screamed, “Take that!” and hurled it at the fuzzy horde.

			Dropping to one knee, I scooped up a blaster from a dead brother to resume firing. Those of us on the wall kept trading bolts with them, but it couldn’t last. The enemy would be close enough to end it all any second. If we didn’t pull back soon, we wouldn’t be able to. We’d done as much as we could, and I knew it. I got onto the L-comm, resigned. 

			“Fall back by the numbers, good order! LR-24, out.”

			Standing, I felt my legs groan in pain. Even kneeling on the cold ground for that short time was painful. But dead men didn’t worry about such things. I forced the pain away and increased my rate of fire as I hobbled back to our next position. I couldn’t see them, but I hoped the marines at the other gate managed to fall back as well. 

			We hadn’t made it to the next barricade before the Arthava finally rushed through the gates. An explosion echoed from the Red Company gate. The marines had somehow managed to improvise an explosion. I hoped the bomb killed dozens of fuzzies, but I couldn’t worry about that anymore. The rebels in front of me were demanding my attention. 

			“Run for it!” I yelled.

			We’d started pulling back with twenty men, a mix of legionnaires and marines. There were only nine of us left when we hit the first barricade. The troops Faulkner had placed on the roofs were making their presence known. Those angels of death forced the rebels down, crawling over piles of their own dead. Those brave warriors saved us, keeping the enemy off-kilter for a few more precious seconds. 

			I used the time they bought us to fire more bolts into the rebel ranks, stopping only to reload charge packs. It was exhausting work and my injured arm was throbbing. The pain medicines administered by Doc Tran had worn off long before. Simply holding the blaster was difficult. Despite the pain, I continued firing and hitting my mark.

			“Pull back to the final position,” I bellowed. 

			There were more troops with me now, men from the advanced group I’d sent to man the barricades. They stood with me, manning crew-served guns and spewed their hatred at the rebels with each blast. I’d waited too long. I should’ve pulled back sooner. 

			“Virgil, are you with me?”

			“Little busy, LT.”

			“Ooah.”

			Some of my boys were ripped to pieces at the barricades by the enraged Arthava. That’s not a metaphor—the hyenas literally ripped them apart. I could hear their screams, but we couldn’t help them. We were close enough to see the blood dripping from the snouts of the kranking hyenas. Screaming my rage and regret, I fired several bolts into the maw of the roaring Arthava.

			“Eat that, you kranker!” I yelled through my external speakers.

			We fired as we pulled back. And we only had one line to pull back to. I wanted the rebel scum to bleed for it, KTF-style. The orderly withdrawal fell apart, and we ran toward the next barricade. It was every man for himself, though I slowed down to cover the retreat. 

			Blaster bolts kicked up debris all around us as the men ran.

			“Come and get it!” I yelled, quickly depleting another charge pack before joining my men in retreat.

			It was hopeless, but we ran anyway. It was a rout. The cultists had won the fight for Camp Jericho. Still, we weren’t about to just roll over and die. Instead we fell back to the next position. It was near the final row of barracks, where we’d lost Captain Stanton.

			When I made it to the final barricade, I dropped my rifle and manned an empty crew-served blaster. Wendell had been on it, and I had to shove his corpse out of the way, but he always was a practical sort. He’d understand the unceremonious treatment. Even touching the butterfly grips hurt, sending white hot pain up my arms. I didn’t care, I welcomed the pain. It reminded me that I was still alive, that there were more rebels to kill. 

			“For Cally!”

			I fired controlled bursts until the enemy got closer. Then I opened it up, holding the trigger down. I fired until the barrel overheated, and the battery began to scream in protest. When it finally couldn’t take the heat of the overcharged weapon, the battery pack cycled down completely. I was shot at point-blank range by an Arthava. My side blazed with fire as I struggled to maintain consciousness.

			Funny, I’d always assumed that dying would hurt more.
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			“I thought angels would be prettier,” I groaned.

			“You got better than an angel, you got me.”

			“Is this hell, then?”

			Padagas laughed as he slapped my shoulder. The pain was unreal. I managed not to cry out, I think. 

			“Did Virgil make it?”

			“Not sure who all made it, sir. Let me treat your wound first, LT.”

			They say Oba has a soft spot in his heart for fools, and it must be true because he watched over me. I didn’t die. Corporal Faulkner and Stern pulled my battered body back to a small bunker he’d made. They’d piled the bodies of Arthava dead on top of it, hiding us in plain sight. 

			“Faulkner… thanks.”

			“Don’t thank me. Just didn’t want your job, is all. We’ve been over this.”

			The Arthava were a superstitious people; they treated their dead with such reverence that they never disturbed the bodies. If they’d stuck around to bury them, they would’ve found us, but after Camp Jericho fell, they refocused on the larger war. Or maybe with the 9th chasing them, they didn’t want to stick around. Either way, their big picture thinking let them miss what was right in front of them. 

			Not all of us made it into the bunker; I counted only a dozen. Captain Archer was already there and he made thirteen, but he was as good as dead if we couldn’t get him to a hospital. His shallow breathing worried me, but there was nothing I could do for him. Watching out the only viewing slit in the confined space, I saw rebel Arthava scrounging among our dead. 

			“There’s one close by,” I whispered.

			The Arthava’s furry snout was covered in blood, human blood. 

			He was eating Navin. 

			Bile choked my throat. They were eating our dead! 

			“Let’s go—” I started, my vision blurred in anger.

			Padagas grabbed my shoulder. “We’ll make ’em pay, sir. But not today.”

			How much he had changed. 

			The fuzzies spent several hours hunting for war trophies while hundreds of other rebels milled about aimlessly. As day shifted into night, they moved out of view. I didn’t know if they’d left the camp or were just in another part of it.

			“Faulkner,” I whispered through a secure connection, “were any other hideaways like this built?”

			“Yes, sir, we made four. Until they leave the area, we can’t check them. Maybe the leejes and marines on the roofs hid early enough? Maybe they’re still alive as well?”

			I didn’t answer him, but I suspected we both knew the truth. They were all dead. These bunkers wouldn’t have cut off our communications with each other. I wanted to ask him where the other bunkers were, but I was distracted by the sounds of blaster fire. Mortars followed the pitched sound of the blaster bolts.

			“They’re shelling the camp, I think?”

			“Our luck will hold, sir. I’m too pretty to die.”

			I only shook my head. When did Faulkner become the jokester?

			Boom.

			Boom.

			The rebel cultists were finishing the destruction they’d started. I was close to panicking, close to rushing out of the bunker to get it over with. But then our HUDs lit up in the most glorious shade of green I’ve ever seen. 

			Those weren’t MCR mortars, they were ours! And they were accompanied by legionnaires, lots of them. Help had arrived.

			“Faulkner, check everyone’s kit. We’re gonna get back in the fight.”

			He stared at me for a long minute, his expression hidden by the black and tan helmet. I was afraid he was going to disobey. I could almost imagine his disgust pulsing from his helmet. But he’s a good leej, and he nodded. In just under a minute, we were all kitted back up for the final showdown in the ill-fated Jericho. There weren’t many of us, but we couldn’t let our reinforcements fight alone. We were leejes. We supported our own.

			“All right, Leejes, we’re going back out there to aid our brothers,” I said over the company L-comm. “If you’re too wounded too fight, you can guard the captain. The 9th is out there. They’re our family. Nobody hits our family without paying for it.”

			Turning, I faced the three marines huddled for warmth in the opposite corner. In the dim lighting, they were hard to discern. Almost like you couldn’t quite tell that they weren’t one of us, that they weren’t legionnaires too.

			“This is a leej fight. You can sit it out if you want. But you’re legionnaires in my book. You earned it,” I said, as dispassionately as I could. It had to be their decision, I didn’t want to unduly pressure them into going back into that mess.

			“I’m with you, sir,” one growled, “but I’ll castrate you if you demote me to legionnaire again. I’m no bubba, I’m a SOAR marine!” 

			I didn’t know his name, but I imagine that I’d have gotten that same answer from any of Stanton’s brave warriors.

			I smiled and took the spot by the low bunker door, if you could call those wooden planks a proper “door.” When everyone was set to go, I made sure that I’d be the first one out. None of our wounded sat back down, and we stacked by the exit, prepared to meet our fate. 

			“One…”

			Thank you, Oba.

			“Two…”

			We’ll make this mean something.

			“Three!”

			I opened the door, bursting out into the frozen night air. In the moonlight, the carnage looked even more horrific. Broken and bloodied bodies lay strewn about like trash after the Pictavian harvest festival. We stopped, looking around for targets, anything to shoot, but there were only dead. Stumbling, fighting the pain from multiple injuries, I was momentarily blinded when a flare went up. Sure, my bucket compensated, but my reaction was more from the shock of the event, than the event itself. 

			When I could see again, I picked up the silhouette of a legionnaire. We ambled toward him, as best we could. We looked like drunk soldiers, trying to play twister after a night of self-indulgence. When we got within arm’s reach of the relief force, my HUD registered it as Sergeant Major Logan Scott.

			“Sergeant Major,” I managed weakly, but Scott interrupted.

			“Stand down, Leej. Medivacs are en route, you’re relieved,” he said and gave me in a bone-crushing hug.
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			After telling the barkeep my story, we sat silently staring into our drinks. The Sleeping Legion bar was somber, but it was warm. For just a moment, I could forget that icy hellhole. Even thinking about Rhyssis Wan gave me chills. I shuddered despite the temperature. 

			I don’t know how long we sat there, for I was beyond caring. Only the next drink mattered. The silence dragged on.

			“So, what happened to your captain?” Wetmore asked.

			“He made it,” I said, “but he’s paralyzed from the waist down. Could be a long while before nanites get him walking again. Probably take a medical retirement. It’s a kranking shame, he was a decent officer. Poorly trained, but the ingredients for something better were all there. I’d follow him again, should the Republic beat the war drum.”

			“And Faulkner? Padagas? Dwyer? The marines?”

			I sat there, staring at the amber whiskey before answering.

			“There aren’t many leejes left.” I slammed back the last of my whiskey. “All told, nineteen marines and nine leejes made it.”

			The barkeep poured me another drink as I’d answered his question. I slammed that one back too. It burned all the way down. My throat felt like it was on fire. Not enough to hide the pain, but it was a start. Gesturing, he poured another fresh finger of whiskey. When I’d regained my composure, I answered the rest of his question.

			“One of the other bunkers hid a few marines, who were too scared to try the comms for fear of the MCR listening, but no other leejes made it to the bunkers before they were overwhelmed. Two bunkers sat empty. Nobody made it to those.”

			“Then how did Sergeant Dwyer make it out alive?”

			“He never said, but he must’ve hid under the bodies of the fuzzies, too.”

			“Did he ever tell you about Zastos?”

			“Only in passing. He said that Rhyssis Wan was a picnic compared to Zastos. Maybe he was kidding, hard to say with that old timer.”

			“What about Padagas?”

			“He’s strapped to a bed, heavily sedated. When the fighting stopped, he broke down. He’d kept his emotions in check, fought like a beast, but when it was over, he broke.”

			I couldn’t continue. My eyes were leaking. It wasn’t pretty, but the barkeep played the role of a good therapist. He waited me out.

			The barkeep looked down and shook his head. “They say time heals all wounds, LT. I hope that they’re right. Whatever happened to the big guy, Faulkner?”

			“He stands watch outside Padagas’s room. He’s appointed himself an unofficial honor guard. Won’t let anyone else do it. When we leave this kranking place, we’ll escort Padagas home. Then it’s up to the med boards to determine if he stays in. We plan on stopping by Archer’s home on the way to Pictavia. His family deserves to know what kind of man they raised, a leej through and through. After we escort the captain home, we’ll do the same for Padagas.”

			“What about you, Fetch? Can I call you that? Why do they call you that?”

			I laughed at that question. The memory of my drill sergeant telling me that my first name was once the most popular choice for K9s still brought a smile to my lips. The smile was harder than it was before, with a finer edge to it, but it was still there.

			“Someone thought Benjie was a dog’s name, so my drill sergeant dubbed me Fetch. And as for me? I’m going home to kiss my wife, and my son. I just got the message that she had the baby. She wants to surprise me with the gender, but I already know. It’s a little boy, I can feel it. After that? I don’t know. How do I go back to cooking for corpulent rich idiots after what I’ve seen of the galaxy? There has to be more to the world than cooking. I don’t know, but I’ve got a few bottles of whiskey to swim through before I decide.”

			The tinkling of the bell told us we had company, and like that the spell was broken. Turning, I started to size up the interloper. It was Sergeant Major Scott, resplendent in his Legion dress uniform.

			“It’s time to go, son. Your ride leaves in a few hours and your men still need you. Bring them home with their pride intact. Can you keep it together for one more mission?”

			Nodding, I stood up and saluted the barkeep and stumbled out into the blinding Utopion sunlight.

			



		

Order of the Centurion Citation:

			Name: Benjie Ocampo 

			Rank: Lieutenant

			Organization: Legion Reserve

			Company: Rage Company

			Legion: 9th Legion

			Corps: New Caledonian Reserve Corps

			Born: February 18th

			Entered Service: November 11th

			Serial Number: LR-24-1043-0915-2017

			Date Earned: March 25th

			Place Earned: Battle of Camp Jericho, Kusiba, Bar Kokhba

			Citation: 

			Conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity in action at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty, while serving as an officer with the 9th Legion of the New Caledonian Reserve Corps during operations that occurred as a result of the Bar Kokhba Revolt. After the Reserve Corps suffered catastrophic losses during the contested landing on the planet of Kusiba, Lieutenant Ocampo led and inspired the remnants of his command to assault their main objective. He single-handedly led the attack which not only took the orbital guns offline, but also showing great initiative he turned those guns on the rebel faction, thereby saving the Republic naval fleet.

			After silencing the enemy guns, Ocampo led the surviving members of Rage and Dragon Companies in the capture of Camp Jericho from enemy forces. During the subsequent assaults by combatants under the command of the Mid-Core Rebellion, he demonstrated uncommon courage, repeatedly disregarding his own well-being to complete the mission. During the first breach into Republic lines, he laid down such a sustained rate of targeted suppressive fire that his men were able to pull severely wounded legionnaires to safety. 

			Despite being repeatedly wounded himself, Ocampo continued to suppress enemy fire while allowing medics to attempt life-saving action on fellow legionnaires. He repeatedly refused medical care so he could secure the critically wounded, before organizing the successful counterattack that ultimately delayed large numbers of enemy forces, thereby taking pressure off the main body of the 9th Legion.

			For his service to his men, the 9th Legion, the Caledonian naval assets, and the Republic, I recommend Lieutenant Ocampo for our highest award for valor, the Order of the Centurion.

			 

			Signed, by my hand,

			 

			Russo Ponce

			General Russo Ponce

			Commander, 9th Caledonian Legion
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Warrior’s Prayer

			 

			Oba, guide me, that I might do thy bidding.

			Make me the swift and deadly instrument of your will.

			Let my aim be true, and my cause righteous.

			Make my hand faster than those who seek to do me harm.

			Grant me victory over my foes, that I might protect your people.

			And, Oba, if today is truly the day you call me home,

			Then let me die with my foe prostrate at my feet.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Death Prayer

			 

			Harken to me, my ancestors.

			Walk with me, until I stand at the foot of the one most high.

			Reunite me with my people, back to the beginning.

			Complete my circle.

			Call me to you, Oba, I am ready.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Prayer Before Charging Enemy Troops

			 

			Oba, protect my family. Make their lives long and fruitful. 

			Protect my men. Bring them home to the arms of their loved ones. 

			Make my feet swift, my aim deadly, 

			and welcome me into the embrace of my ancestors.
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